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The King’s Favorite



“Watch with glittering eyes the whole world around you… the greatest secrets are always hidden in the most unlikely places. Those who don't believe in magic will never find it.”
— ROALD DAHL





Prologue
ALDERGH CASTLE, NORTHERN ENGLAND 1137

Two long years Malcom had prepared for this day, all the while kings and queens battled over a dimpled crown. Henry of England was two-years dead, leaving his Empress daughter to succeed him and even as the breath left the old king’s body, those who would not follow a woman had turned their eyes toward Stephen of Blois. Now, Britain was at war—brother against brother, brother against sister, cousin against cousin. But, at long last, Aldergh was his, little thanks to the Scots King—little thanks to anyone, save his lady mother and the sweat from his own brow.
He’d learned the hard way how fickle kings could be. Shortly upon hearing the news of Stephen’s usurpation, David of Scotia had swept down into the border lands, laying claim to all he could seize, promising Aldergh to Malcom, only to rescind that promise. Face to face with Stephen, the Scot’s king returned much of what he’d taken in a treatise at Durham, keeping Carlisle and Newcastle for himself and relinquishing Aldergh to Stephen, thereby forcing Malcom to bend the knee to England for the return of his lands. And so he had, much to his father’s dismay.
At long last, he had the legal right to call himself Aldergh’s lord. Come what may, he was prepared to fight for what should be his. He might not be flesh and blood to FitzSimon, but his step-mother was the dead lord’s only living heir and Malcom was her son by law.
Besides, if he didn’t accept her behest, these lands would return to the English crown, unclaimed, and there was no one else to hold them in her father’s name—never a woman, obvious by the way the barons received Matilda, and certainly not her Scots husband, the infamous chieftain of a Highland clan. He sidled his mount closer to his mother, giving her a glance, acutely aware of the elder man at her side, and settled his gaze on the prize.
A ghost from his past looming large, Aldergh appeared much as he recalled it—a sprawling monstrosity, with soaring corner towers and a twenty-foot thick curtain wall, built with old Roman ingenuity and stone. Sizable enough to house an entire village, it was designed to withstand a siege, but the castellan was no lord trained in the art of war. With a bit of luck, the man would yield the castel without a fight. Up on the ramparts, armed men scurried between machicolations, the silver in their armor winking defiantly. But, of course, that was to be expected with an army at the gates.
Eager to prove himself as a worthy commander, Malcom dispatched his messenger, handing the man a copy of the writ from Stephen, and then he himself rode to the front of the line, hoisting the flag with the dead-lord’s sigil—a two-headed falcon on a blood-red field, with one minor alteration: a silver-threaded thistle in one of the falcon’s beaks. It was a nod to his Scot’s brethren, and yet, absent, by design, were the colors of his father’s clan, the intent being, to send a clear message—that Malcom Ceann Ràs had not arrived here this day as a warden from the north, wearing his father’s cloak, but as the new and rightful lord of Aldergh, unfettered by obligations to his kin. He was ready, willing and able to serve a new sovereign… if that’s what it took to keep his lands.
Careful to remain outside missile range, but moving close enough to read banners, he anticipated the castellan’s response, waiting until the suspense grew thick enough to cut with a blade. If tensions turned to hostilities, his father would rush his mother from the field. But so long as there was a chance for a peaceful transition, she’d insisted upon remaining.
Never daring a glance at his father, he thrust the standard higher, watching as the messenger spoke to the ramparts, tossing the weighted parchment over the wall.
The gates did not open at once, but neither did they fire upon the man, and after what seemed an eternity, the messenger turned and trotted back.
Even before he returned to the fold, a single, warbling horn-blast trumpeted across the landscape and the heavy portcullis began to rise, straining against ancient chains and groaning like a tired old man. The hairs on Malcom’s nape stood on end as the moment of truth arrived.
Now, at long last, he cast a glance toward his brooding father… hoping for what?
Seated atop his warhorse, Iain MacKinnon cut a daunting figure, even at his advanced age. The silver in his hair glinted more fiercely than did the steel in his scabbard, and his displeasure was evident in the set of his shoulders and the lock of his jaw, but he said not a word as his wife proceeded to tug her father’s signet ring from her finger. Once removed, she placed the heirloom into the palm of her hand, offering it up for Malcom to take—and this was the one concession she’d made to his father: that Malcom must knowingly and wittingly accept all that came with her father’s legacy. “Put it on your small finger, Malcom. And remember… what happens from the moment you ride through those gates determines how they will receive you. You are Aldergh’s new lord now.”
Beside her, his father averted his gaze, his jaw clenching with barely suppressed fury. If it were up to him, he would have tossed FitzSimon’s ring into a bog as readily as he had embraced his Sassenach bride. Time and again, he had beseeched Malcom to stay and bide his time. But Malcom had refused, soured by the prospect of waiting for his father to die before beginning a new life. Far better to take what was offered now and pray his old man lived to raise more sons. But his father did not see the world through Malcom’s eyes, and while he lent his sword to this cause—for his wife—he would not lend his heart.
So be it.
Resolved, Malcom plucked up the sigil ring from his step-mother’s palm and slid the golden two-headed falcon onto his small finger, then hesitated but a moment, thinking about the last time he and his father had stood here together… on this field before FitzSimon’s castel… thirteen years ago… a boy of six, unashamed to weep in his father’s arms.
His mother must have misunderstood his hesitation because she said, “You have the writ from King Stephen and my father’s ring. It will be enough.”
The gates were open now… waiting… still he lingered. In truth, the best of all scenarios had occurred, and still, somehow, inexplicably, he felt a surge of loss in his heart.
Had he hoped to fight today, if only to prove himself?
Had he wanted his father to say, ‘Good show, son’?
Perhaps, after all, he had but longed for a clap on the back, and a bit of reassurance that all was not lost?
By God, he was old enough to choose his own path. He didn’t need his father’s approval, and so it seemed he wasn’t going to get it…
“Art certain, mother? he asked—one last time. If she had a mind to, now would be the time to change her mind. Once he took possession of Aldergh, nothing would be the same.
“You are my son,” she reassured, mistaking his question.
With a steel glint in his eyes, his father said, “Let us be done.”
Malcom straightened his spine, raising his banner. “Aye,” he said. “Let us be done.” And then, without a word, he spurred his mount forward, hardening his heart.
Dressed in his grandfather’s cloak, and wearing a dead man’s sigil, he surged ahead of the troops, looking like a king in his own right and carrying with him all the fury of the north.



Chapter
One
LLANTHONY PRIORY, WALES, JULY 1148

Elspeth reread her mother’s letter, her breath catching painfully.
So, it seemed, for abetting a usurper, the prize should be an Earldom and King Henry’s favorite daughter… Elspeth.
“Married,” her sisters said in unison.
Elspeth nodded affirmation. “Married.” To the new lord of Blackwood.
In her boundless greed, their mother had betrayed their grandmother, and in the process, forsook their rights to Blackwood. And for his prowess in battle, that legendary fortress now belonged to an assassin. The estate would return to their family by virtue of marriage, but though the marriage would grant Elspeth the title of lady, it was still her mother d’Lucy was bound to.
Sacred cauldron! It wasn’t enough that Morwen forsook them all these years past. Offered the chance to profit from her daughters, she meant to take it—and make no mistake, while she’d called it a wedding, Elspeth knew very well that she would be naught more than a prisoner changing hands from one gaoler to another.
How sorely she missed the ivy-tangled courtyard and the view of the sea from Blackwood’s tower window, but as much as she relished the notion of returning to the home she’d shared with her grandmamau, she could never bear the thought of lying beneath a vassal of the Usurper. The thought made her feel wretched and filthy.
“Lady of Blackwood,” said Arwyn with a note of wonder. “What I wouldn’t give to see our ancestral home, if only but once.”
Rhiannon’s amber eyes glinted by the firelight as she turned to address the eldest twin. “And would you put our sister at the mercy of an assassin only to appease your curiosity?”
“Of course not,” said Arwyn, defensively. “I was but saying⁠—”
“I know what you were saying,” Rhiannon snapped. “Elspeth needs no more reason to accept this unholy alliance. I, too, would love to see Blackwood, but I will never step foot there if it means forsaking my flesh and blood.”
“Sisters, please! Let us not fight,” Seren pleaded. “We all knew this time would come. We must steel our hearts and minds.”
At twenty, Seren was the peacemaker. She was the middle child, possessed of their father’s rufous coloring, but with skin so pale and smooth it made the moon and stars weep with joy.
At Nineteen, Rosalynde was the youngest of the living twins, only minutes younger than Arwyn.
Rhiannon was the second eldest, only two years younger than Elspeth. Her amber eyes narrowed. “The granddaughter of a witch is still a witch, even if she has no knowledge of the Craft. Have you forgotten what they do to witches, Seren? Would you truly wish Elspeth in the hands of a man such as that?”
As always, Rose defended Arwyn and Seren. “There’s no reason for anyone to believe we are aught but good little servants of the realm. For all anyone knows, the sins of Avalon have passed away with our Grandmamau. Why would anyone accuse Elspeth?”
“Sins of Avalon?” Rhiannon asked, incensed. “Do not speak such rubbish to me again! And do you truly believe they do not suspect Morwen?”
“That is my point, precisely,” argued Seren. “Mother seems to have weathered suspicion well enough.” Elspeth understood that she was only trying to make the inevitable more palatable. “Elspeth,” she entreated, “For all we know, d’Lucy could be a gentle man. But you might never know it lest you give him a chance.”
“He’s an assassin, Seren!” Rhiannon exploded. “How gentle a man could he possibly be? You needn’t suffer this fate,” Rhiannon pleaded with Elspeth. “You can still leave. Tonight. We have the means and know the words.”
Understanding intuitively what Rhiannon was saying, the sisters all exchanged nervous glances, then peered at the door.
Tonight, as always, the guards had been called to vespers, but as soon as prayers were over, they would return, and in this day and age, when so many feared the Old Ways, the Craft must remain a closely guarded secret. Even the act of referring to sorcery put them all at risk.
Elspeth shook her head, refusing to consider it.
It wasn’t the first time Rhiannon had proposed such a plan. Last time, she’d tried to get them all to leave together, but words or nay, it wasn’t likely all five sisters together would ever succeed in slipping past the guards. And even should they manage to escape, with no one left to delay them, it wouldn’t be long before their presence was missed, and they wouldn’t get very far. Therefore, Rose had steadfastly refused, deathly afraid of what the chaplain would do to them if they were caught.
However, far more of a deterrent to Elspeth, was this: The “words” Rhiannon spoke of were rites of magik, never to be uttered lightly. While she would like to believe they could evoke them without consequence, it simply wasn’t true. Here, in the dominion of men, there was no leave to change the will of gods without altering the warp and woof of life. There could be no denying the Law of Three—which was to say, that any magik, good or bad, once unleashed into the world must return to the summoner threefold. And nevertheless, she deliberated, flicking a thumbnail across the frayed edge of the parchment, wishing things could be different.
If only Matilda could win herself the throne…
“Why should we care who wears father’s crown? It will never be Matilda.” Rhiannon said, clearly intruding on Elspeth’s thoughts. “You are too beguiled by our father and his politiks. Say what you will about Morwen. At least she knows who she is.”
“I know who we are,” countered Elspeth.
Rhiannon lifted her chin. “I know who we are as well, Elspeth. We are Daughters of Avalon, and if we but join together, we can do what no other woman can do—including Matilda, for all our sister’s bold, brave words. In truth, she has never given any of us a passing thought—not even you, despite that you seem to enjoy defending her.”
Elspeth overlooked Rhiannon’s bitter tone, realizing that her sister had just cause to feel aggrieved. “She’s had her hands full trying to unseat a usurper,” Elspeth reminded. “What wouldst you have an Empress do? Come have tea in our little hovel?”
Rhiannon said, “Why not? At least then she wouldst know how we live. She never acknowledged me, perhaps, but she knew you well enough. It would seem to me that if she cared at all, she would wish to see how you fared.”
Elspeth sighed, wearied by that particular discussion. It wasn’t always so easy to defend Matilda, because it was true: Matilda had only once ever bothered to come to Llanthony, and even then, she’d never bothered to see her sisters. She’d come to remind Ersinius of his oath to support her. But, of course, that was fruitless. As had so many who’d knelt before Matilda whilst Henry still lived, Llanthony’s illustrious chaplain, like most of Stephen’s barons, would never abide a woman on England’s throne.
“Elspeth? Please... you must trust me. I have a plan.”
“What plan?”
“Trust me,” Rhiannon said, her eyes revealing her desperation as the first rays of twilight crept in through their window.
The Golden Hour was swiftly approaching—that hour between times, when the veil between worlds was at its thinnest and the hud was at its strongest.
Elspeth said, her eyes glinting with unshed tears, “I do trust you, Rhiannon, but what you propose may have consequences beyond our imagining. Remember the White Ship?”
“Precisely,” Rhiannon argued. “And for that meddling, what price has Morwen paid? If you ask me, she has profited greatly, and to this day, I have never once seen any evidence that our mother suffered a single day.”
Elspeth held her composure. “We know not what price she’ll pay, but I cannot be made responsible for the burden this could heap upon your shoulders. You are my sisters,” she said. “I love you dearly. Can you not understand? I would never forgive myself if aught should happen to any of you because of me. Let us say no more. I’ll wed that man, come what may.”
Silence met her declaration, and no one spoke another word. The weight of her decision sat like an anvil on each of their breasts, pressing the life and breath from their lungs. And nevertheless, to wed this man seemed Elspeth’s only legitimate choice.
Fat tears shone in Rhiannon’s eyes. “I cannot bear it,” she said. “Come tomorrow evening, you would trade yourself like an old goat and a sack of meal.”
“Nor I, in truth,” admitted Elspeth, and she rolled up the parchment and rose from her chair, leaving her sisters to stare helplessly at one another, while she tried to salvage her composure. She made her way to the window, tears spilling into her lashes. For these past thirteen years they’d been trapped in this godforsaken priory, waiting and waiting… but for what?
For this?
Sweet Goddess, nay…
She peered out the window, searching for the guards, some little part of her perhaps still considering Rhiannon’s plan, reckless as it might be.
Despite the tumult in her heart, the evening seemed perfectly tranquil, with a blushing sky that brushed the rooftops with warm vestal light. Their crude little cottage lay at the back of the priory on the highest point of the hill, like a tower prison without a tower. And nevertheless, from this vantage, Elspeth could spy the entire vale of Ewyas.
At this hour, the west-facing windows on the chapel glinted unevenly against a well-spent sun. The rare and expensive forest glass was smashed three sennights past—a keen reminder that so long as the Welsh had breath to resist, so they would.
Mayhap her sisters could not remember, but Elspeth could never forget: This land was once hallowed land—not blessed by the dictums of the Holy Church or the men who sought to profit through her favor, but by the spirit of the Welsh, and the divinity of the land itself.
It was changing now… more every day, but it still bore a trace of that wild, untamed country, where faeries whispered through swaying branches, and the wind blew sweet over mortal’s brows. The chapel of their hearts had been constructed of arches, but unlike those forged by men and scarred by chisels, these were built by the Goddess herself, whose loving hands had bowed the ancient heads of trees to create a magical place beneath.
Now, like a cancer, the priory had grown and grown, stretching like a greedy lover in the middle of a verdant bed, unfurling farther and farther into Welsh territory. What had begun as little more than a prison to hold the king’s “witchy daughters,” had become a strategic center of power for the Usurper. Llanthony was now the richest, most well-endowed priory in all of Britain, completely self-sufficient, despite its remoteness. There was even a new hatchery and once a week, wrapped in damp rushes, fresh fish were brought all the way from Llangorse. Likewise, from the newly consecrated Abbey Dore, came huge casks of ale. Ten years ago, at her mother’s direction, they’d built an aviary unlike any that graced the king’s land, filled with pigeons and white-necked ravens that could speak the king’s tongue. Both birds were bred for correspondence. But, unlike the messenger pigeons, which naturally returned to where they were born, the ravens were drawn to only one place—wherever Morwen should be, making her indispensable to her king.
Alas, for all that these monks were “servants of God,” they were naught but conspirators with her mother and so long as Elspeth lived, she would never, never abet them… and yet, here she was… about to wed a man her mother ordained.
The light in the cottage grew fragile now, as dust motes danced in the sun’s fading rays. The golden hour was here. If, in truth, Elspeth meant to change her mind, she must do so now. Once the sun had set, it would be too late…
Rhiannon must have sensed her wavering. “Elspeth, please… you must go.”
“I cannot, Rhiannon. I have sworn to protect you.”
Rhiannon pressed her. “And how will you do such a thing after you have gone? One way or another, you will go. Only think better of it, please! If you do not leave tonight, you will be forced to leave on the morrow. And how will you help us then?”
It was true. One way or another—with or without her sisters—Elspeth would be forced to leave the priory… and still she hesitated. Even white magik could be treacherous, though only their mother had ever dabbled in the hud du—black magic as the English were wont to call it.
Before she was born Morwen had conjured a mist like the one Rhiannon would have them summon tonight. It lured the White Ship over the rocks, sinking the fated vessel, and carrying their father’s only legitimate male heir to the cold, black depths of the sea. That single conjuring changed the fate of nations and claimed two hundred and fifty innocent lives. So, then, it was not the intent that dictated consequences. Rather, it was the nature of the harm inflicted. And there was no way to foresee such a thing. Black hud or white, there was a price to be paid. Finally, Rhiannon offered the only argument that could possibly sway her. “A man such as d’Lucy might use your skills against Matilda—or worse…”
All five sisters understood instinctively what the worst might be: If he were a godly man, like Ersinius, he could beat Elspeth until she bled. As her lawful husband, no one would have any right to stop him—not even Morwen. He could call her a witch and pythoness and mistreat her for what he did not understand… or… he could put her to the pyre, like they did to their grandmother. But, if she left…
“If I go,” Elspeth said, reasoning, “he will simply wed the next of you. Tis not as though he bears me any love.”
“Aye, but let’s speak true, Elspeth. I am next. He would never have me,” argued Rhiannon, and her sisters’ gazes all turned in her direction, looking abashed. “Well,” she said with perfect conviction, turning up a hand in resignation. “Tis true. He would never wed an afflicted daughter with a disagreeable temper.” She lifted the hand up, silencing them, when they opened their mouths to console her. “Regardless, Morwen is greedy. She would never allow him or anyone else to take Seren—her prized jewel—whilst I remain unwed. Therefore, it buys us time.”
It was true. If Morwen didn’t insist upon Rhiannon being next, all hope of profiting from her second eldest would be lost. And, unless he were forced to, Stephen would never saddle any of his barons with a cross-eyed Welsh witch—more’s the pity, because Rhiannon was as inherently lovely as she was loyal—even if she did tend to make men cross themselves at a glance.
Sounding more hopeful now, Arwyn added, “’Tis true, Elspeth… Morwen will be steadfast… how many times has she said her daughters must each wed according to their turn. I do not believe Stephen will test her. Remember, when his wife insisted Morwen be removed from their apartments? He would not even remove mother to satisfy his lady—and that woman scares me more than mother.”
The sisters all laughed nervously, but it wasn’t precisely true. No one was more frightening than Morwen. And still, the king’s wife was no wilting flower. They’d only chanced to meet her on a single occasion, when Morwen first settled into her quarters in the White Tower, and the girls were summoned to meet Henry’s successor. As petite as the queen might be, she was like a mastiff. She’d marched into Morwen’s quarters and told their vicious mother in no uncertain terms to be discreet, lest she defy her lord king and feed Morwen’s eyeballs to her precious ravens.
Elspeth contemplated out loud. “So, then… if I leave? What then? Eventually, Stephen will tire of waiting and he’ll endeavor to convince Morwen to offer Seren. But regardless of who is next, if I leave tonight, it only buys you time.”
Sensing victory, Rhiannon’s smile unfurled. “Oh, dear sister, you of all must realize there is so much a witch can do given a little time.”
Elspeth blinked, enthralled by the twinkle in her sister’s gold-flecked eyes. And then suddenly, as though everyone were singing the same chorus, Arwyn said, thinking aloud, “Tomorrow is the day they bring ale from Abbey Dore.”
“There will be comings and goings,” agreed Seren. “We could say Elspeth remained abed with some malaise. Nobody would be any wiser until the envoy arrives.”
“She’ll need a disguise,” said Rose. “I have one.”
The sisters all turned toward their youngest sibling in surprise.
“If, indeed, I cannot dissuade you, I would give you the tunic and breeches I use on occasion to steal into the woods and look for herbs—and before you lecture me,” she added defiantly, “remember that had I not done so, we’d not have the mugwort we need for tonight.”
Rhiannon’s smile widened. She swept a hand before them. “You see,” she said. “The Goddess has preordained this.” She turned again to Elspeth. “I do have a plan, Elspeth. And if you leave tonight,” she promised, “we’ll soon follow.”
Elspeth bit at her lip, pressing the tender skin between her teeth with a trembling finger. “Art certain?”
Rhiannon nodded enthusiastically, and Elspeth considered the logistics a bit more soberly. If she left tonight, she would have naught but the clothes on her back—or rather, whatever clothes Rose had stolen from the guards. They had no money, and unless she pilfered something from the chapel, she would have naught to trade, not even for food or a horse for travel.
And yet, she did not have the blood of cowards in her veins, nor was she without her wiles. She knew well enough how to forage for food, and she knew how to make her way using the talents her grandmamau taught her. “Very well, then,” Elspeth relented. “I’ll go.”
Rhiannon clapped.
“’Tis settled,” Seren said, suddenly excited, bouncing up from her chair to meet Elspeth halfway across the room. She took Elspeth by the shoulders, and said gently, “If Rhiannon says there’s a will and way, there’s a will and way.” And then, smiling, she hugged Elspeth and moved past her toward the bed, digging beneath the mattress for the herb pouch she’d hidden there.
Knowing their time was short, the rest of her sisters all rose from their chairs to gather around the hearth. Elspeth moved to bar the door, swallowing the lump of fear that rose to choke her. And once the door was barred and the shutters closed against prying eyes, she joined her sisters by the cauldron, knowing intuitively what they were about to do.
The cauldron in their hearth was not unlike the ancestral cauldron in the quadrangle at Blackwood, only that one was large and black, licked by a hundred thousand smoky tongues. This one was small and squat and smelled like cabbage stew.
Unlacing the small pouch that contained the necessary herbs, Seren placed two fingers inside to remove a pinch, then tossed the mixture into the cauldron. Her words were breathy and low, as she sang, “Our song arises from the cauldron, unrestrained be our tongues.”
Rhiannon stepped forward to pass a hand over the bubbling water, and then plucked a strand of her own dark hair, tossing it into the pot. Then, one by one, each sister offered a benign sacrifice of her person—a strand of hair, a bitten fingernail, an eyelash, plucked.
Beneath the cauldron’s black belly, the fire quivered, then leapt, reborn. Flames in the shapes of fiery hands moved to cradle the pot in much the same way a woman might stroke a pregnant belly. And then, after each of the sisters had given of her essence, they joined hands, and Elspeth said with a lump in her throat, “Mother Goddess hear us calling…”
“We are your daughters,” continued Rhiannon.
And Seren added, “Wherever we may roam.”
“Sister Moon hear us calling,” said Arwyn.
And the youngest rejoined, if only reluctantly, with tears brimming in her wide blue eyes. “In your light we are never alone…”
Outside, the last ray of sunlight stretched thin, quivering as though the incantation had forced it to linger against its will.
Altogether the sisters whispered low, “Breath of life, powers lend. We hail the sky your mist to send. By all on high and law of three, it is my will, so may it be.”
In answer, a thin, cold mist crept out from the cauldron, sliding down the dull black belly and spilling onto the dirt floor. Slowly, it coalesced about the sisters’ feet, and then after swallowing the dirt floor of the hovel, it crept out beneath the door…



Chapter
Two
THE BLACK MOUNTAINS, WALES

Neither king nor church held sway in such a time-forgotten place. It was a country unfurling with mists, overgrown with brambles and painted in copious shades of green.
Malcom Scott, first of his name, Earl of Aldergh, vassal to Stephen of Blois, made his way past wizened old yews with twisted, broken backs and white-skinned aspens that shivered as he passed—and perhaps it was the sight of him that made them tremble, for at thirty, Malcom bore the scars of too many battles. His hair, like his sire’s, was heavily brushed with silver, and his shoulders, once lean with youth, were wide enough to bear the weight of worlds.
By now, he had managed to betray both kith and kin—and for what? An ill-begotten piece of land in the hinterlands of England? Thirteen years ago, he slew his own kinsman, and what he’d won for this effort was a castel in the border lands and a rising silence from the north that left him cold by night and longing for simpler days. Scowling over a memory of that day so long past—in woodlands distinctly different from these—he peered down at the sigil on his finger, given to him by his mother, the daughter of Aldergh’s first lord.
Altium, citius, fortius.
It was Malcom’s maxim now.
Swifter, higher, stronger.
And this he was: swifter than his sire, taller and stronger. But as for the noble dictum his maxim proclaimed, Malcom feared he was more the spirit of his grandsire, for in the name of avarice—what else could it be?—he’d committed grievous sins.
Alas, though, if his mother regretted the bestowal, Malcom couldn’t say. He’d not spoken to either of his parents in more than ten years and he had a ten-year-old brother that, to this day, he’d never laid eyes upon. But at least his father had an heir. However, having received word of the MacKinnon’s failing health, neither king, nor duty could prevent him from traveling north.
Cursing softly beneath his breath, he made his way through brambles, wincing as thorns pricked at his back. At one point, the mist grew so thick he was forced to dismount, and taking the lead rope, he guided Merry Bells, testing every step before the horse. Even then, like bent auld hags with claws for fists, the brambles tore at his sherte and picked at his coif. He’d left the headgear on, as much to protect him from the thorns as he had from Welshmen’s arrows.
Behind him, the horse snorted in protest as a branch snapped backward after catching his sherte, and he frowned. By damn, once they were done here, they would be a sore sight for his armorer, who scarce had time to mend his accouterments before Stephen called him back to war. This time the man had his work cut out for him because Malcom took an arrow to the shoulder and there was a gaping hole in his armor where the arrowhead had pierced him. The damage to his flesh was minimal, and fortunately, he’d managed not to succumb to a fever, but at some point, it would behoove him to stop and tend to the wound. He counted it his good fortune that these Welshmen had but intended to frighten them. Otherwise, his body would be rotting at the bottom of a ravine by now. Certainly Daw would never have made it ten steps in his flight and he cursed yet again over the loss of his squire. That lad took to his heels the instant the Welsh fell from the trees and Malcom was pretty certain he’d seen the last of his squire—a young man he’d trained for nigh on two years. Sure, he’d rather Daw be gone and still breathing than dead, but it troubled him how fickle these soldiers had become over the course of Stephen’s reign. There was hardly any consequence for waffling when Stephen rewarded his own cousins for treason.
He rolled his eyes over that nonsense. Last year, at the tender age of fourteen, whilst his mother was working her own manner of treason, Henry Fitz Empress had launched himself a coup, waging a petty war that, in the end cost Stephen plenty—not the least of which was his credibility. The Empress’s upstart landed at Wiltshire with an expensive army, meant to put Stephen off the throne, and then, once the battle was lost, Stephen paid the lad’s debts and sent him home to his mama, with but a slap on the wrist, little more.
Considering that, why shouldn’t Daw run? And thank God for Malcom that he hadn’t needed the lad. Never in his life had he witnessed men so skilled with bows. These Welsh were masters at melding with their environs, suspending themselves from trees, and leaping down like spiders from webs. As he made his way through the woods in this pea-soup fog, he was painfully aware of the fact that it would be impossible to ascertain whether someone was hovering overhead. Even now, he could have longbows trained at his head…
“We’ll be east-side afore ye know it,” he assured Merry Bells, and hoped to God he wasn’t about to lose another horse. Bloody hell. He’d named her Merry Bells in honor of a good friend’s dog—God love the sweet beast. She’d served her master well and Malcom should be so fortunate if his mare had an ounce of Merry Bells’ canny and devotion.
Alas, his first Merry Bells didn’t live up to the name. She’d been a temperamental animal who’d unseated him during the battle of the Standard. She nearly broke his neck. Unfortunately, she’d died there as well, and so did Malcom’s heart, for that was the first time he’d been forced to choose between his Scots’ brethren and the oath he gave to Stephen. For his services, of course, Stephen lifted him to Earldom, but that was also the last time he’d spoken to his sire. To this day, he would never forget facing his Da across the field at Cowton Moor and the disappointment and fury in his eyes as Malcom felled a man wearing Scot’s livery. It didn’t matter that they didn’t trade blows that day; it was enough that Malcom had opposed him, and he never saw him again.
The second Merry Bells had given Malcom more hope, but she, too, met her fate on a field of battle, only rather than die as her predecessor died, in the midst of warfare, she’d broken her leg on a patch of ice during a winter siege. With his heart in his hand, Malcom himself took her life, putting the sweet girl out of her misery, but it haunted him still that Stephen’s men had butchered her for dinner and gobbled her to her bones. One thing he’d learned; in the midst of a long, hard siege, men themselves became little more than beasts.
This particular Merry Bells seemed more attuned to him, but she was young as yet, and betimes too skittish. The last time he gave her shoes, he’d performed the task himself, and she nearly clipped a slice from his head. Now, again, she snorted in protest over a nasty bramble and Malcom spoke to her gently. “Bear with it, lass. We’ll be free of this wet, black hole afore ye ken.”
Thankfully, once they emerged from these spiteful woods, they would immediately descend into England and make their way north through far more civilized country. In the meantime, the hairs on his nape stood on end, and he felt eyes on his back…
WHAT HOUR WAS IT? Had the envoy arrived? Elspeth had a growing sense that any minute now they would come searching for her.
Come sunrise, she’d climbed into this tree to find a safe place to rest and, somehow, she’d fallen asleep in the crook of the elm. Here she sat now, with too little distance between herself and the priory and a pang in her heart that wouldn’t diminish. She missed her sisters terribly, and with every ten steps she took, she took two more back, growing confused and enervated. Of course, she blamed it on the long night traipsing about these woods, but she supposed it must also be a consequence of that aether spell. But she couldn’t remain here. The veil they’d conjured would soon fade, and no doubt by now Ersinius had loosed his minions.
It was her greatest hope that, whilst she sought herself a safe haven to await her sisters, d’Lucy would find himself another match—preferably one not of her blood. And, in the meantime, she hoped Rhiannon would find a way to extricate herself and the rest of her sisters from the priory, although she hadn’t a clue how Rhiannon intended to do it.
I have a plan, she’d said. But what if she was wrong? What if Morwen did, indeed, allow Seren to wed out of turn? What if all this came to naught? What if d’Lucy decided that marrying Rhiannon was worth the price of his Earldom?
More and more, Elspeth was beginning to doubt the wisdom in leaving, and considering these things, and more, she longed to close her eyes and sleep—even now, perched in this tree like one of Morwen’s eerie little birds. Holding tight to the branch overhead, she battled her way through the drowsiness, considering Rose’s thievery. How was it that her sister could feel so self-assured to hunt these woods without permission, yet so adamantly refuse to leave the priory? She would risk Ersinius’ wrath for berries, but not for freedom? How much sense did that make?
And nevertheless, Elspeth was grateful for her disguise despite that the breeches were too snug. Unlike her crude gown, it provided much more freedom to move and climb about, and most importantly, it kept her legs snug and warm in this bone-dampening weather.
Sweet fates. Wasn’t it July already? It felt like December! Shivering from the cold, she squinted to peer through the mist and considered scrambling down to get on her way, but then, suddenly, she sensed she was not alone… She felt the presence before she saw him, and braced herself for the worst, trying to gauge how many were coming in her direction. One? Two?
Stay with me,” she begged the fog, inching down to spy between branches.
Presently she saw a dark figure lumbering through the woods and her heart leapt at the sight. Only after an instant she could better see that it was a big black horse being led by a man—a tall, strapping man, wearing a Norman-styled hauberk and coif, with leggings and boots as inky black as his horse. Unfortunately, Elspeth slipped from her perch, pinching her fingers on the bark, and whispered an oath. The man must have heard her, because he froze. Panicking, Elspeth whispered a spell she knew by rote:
Spirit of vision, Spirit of night. Cast me a shadow to shield me from mortal sight.
But it didn’t work. He was still searching, unfazed by her feeble spell. But, of course, no spell could ever make her disappear. It merely dimmed her presence to the sight and sense of others. But it wasn’t working. She was out of practice. Or she must have gotten something wrong.
What to do now?
Take an example from Rose; steal his horse
Yes, of course!
The voice in her head was Rhiannon’s and Elspeth smiled, grateful not to be alone—at least, not yet. Fortunately for her—unfortunately for the man—she’d never met a beast who didn’t adore her. That man’s horse should be little different. She concentrated, bidding the animal nearer, recognizing the instant she connected with the beast, because the beautiful mare shimmied inside her skin, like a cat with pleasure over the stroke of a hand. And then, naturally, she sought Elspeth’s gaze. “That’s it, sweet girl,” Elspeth whispered. “Come closer…”
She wiggled a finger at the mare.



Chapter
Three

“Who’s there?”
Malcom clutched Merry Bells’ reins, ready to mount, but hesitated. The last thing he wished was for the horse to break a leg in this foul weather. Not only would it pain him to put the girl down, but it was a long, long walk back to Aldergh. But neither was he in any mood to spend a minute longer than was necessary in this ill-begotten territory.
“Who’s there?” he asked again, acknowledging the absurdity of his question. If, indeed, he had arrows trained on his head, he was unlikely to know it until he became a pin pillow.
“Come closer.”
Soft and whispery, the voice slid through him, like a summer breeze shimmying through birch leaves… but it was strange. It sounded far away, and yet still close, like the memory of a whisper breathed at his ear. Was somebody speaking to him?
Searching the woodlands, like Merry, he scrutinized the environs, peering this way and that, but still he spied no one. But rather than press closer to him, as was her usual response to danger, Merry Bells shifted away, twitching her black ears and lifting her head to peer into a canopy of green.
“What is it, lass?” Malcom asked, following her gaze—and caught sight of a figure swooping down from the trees, a boy, intent on landing in his saddle.
With every nerve in his body prepared for battle, Malcom reacted swiftly, taking the youth by the scruff of the tunic as he landed astride his saddle, then jerking him down, and launching himself into the saddle after him. It was a fluid maneuver, perhaps one to be expected from a man with expertise in mounting on the run, but betimes Malcom underestimated his own strength.
The boy landed face up in the bracken, and then he lay there, stunned, peering up at Malcom with dazed violet eyes. Malcom furrowed his brow.
“Ye dinna believe ye’d get awa’ wi’ such a thing, di’ ye?”
The would-be thief—a skinny, lanky boy—placed a hand to the back of his head, wincing, as he said without remorse, “Nay, but it was worth a try.” And then he sat up and groaned, loudly as he freed a ratty knot at the back of his head, and, in the process, released a rich cascade of red-gold curls. The sight of those tresses startled Malcom, so he forgot his ire, and even his question.
It wasn’t a boy.
“What in damnation are you doing here, lass?”
The girl’s voice was curt. “Must I remind you, sir, that you put me down in the weeds.” And then she rose, brushing bits of leaves and twigs from her clothes.
Blinking in disbelief, Malcom watched her with a growing sense of wonder as she peered up at him with almond shaped eyes, completely unafraid, and perhaps even daring him to defy her.
He wondered if she could be Welsh—a scout perhaps? He wouldn’t put it past those bastards to employ women in such a fashion. But her clothes were not those of a Welsh dissenter, which was to say, they were not battle-weary rags. As much as his own kinsmen had once been, these people were greatly oppressed. But rather, she was dressed in a courtly fashion, with well-stitched leather breaches and a tunic that bore the standard of the Holy Church—a red cross extending across the entirety of her tunic, with four small, identical crosses beneath each arm of the crucifix. He scratched the back of his head. Fortunately for his sense of modesty, the tunic was overlarge, covering her long, lean legs, else he would have found himself stupid and tongue-tied as well. So then, she must have come from Llanthony. Or perhaps from Abbey Dore and lost her way.
“You may shut your gob now,” the girl said. “The look doesn’t suit you.”
Malcom snapped his mouth shut. He didn’t bother asking what look; he suspected he already knew. He was, indeed, gobsmacked by the sight of her.
“Impious little thief,” he said.
“Aye, well…” She cast him a mean glance under long dark lashes. “Better I should be an impious little thief than a minion of the Usurper.”
And she shied away, giving herself space between them, as though she suddenly feared Malcom might get the gumption to seize her. He found that fact inordinately amusing—particularly so, considering the fact that it was she who’d assaulted him. He would have been perfectly content to walk on by.
She narrowed those shrewd violet eyes. “In any case, what I am doing here is no concern of yours,” she said baldly. “The question seems to me: what is a reaving Scot doing in the south of Wales?” Malcom lifted his brows, though he scarce had time to process what she’d said, before she added, “Do your kinsmen not have enough to quibble over scrapping after each other’s bones?”
Bloody impudent wench.
Despite that fact, Malcom couldn’t help himself. For the first time in a long damn time, he burst into laughter.
HE WOULD LAUGH?
Elspeth screwed her face, feeling a sudden overwhelming urge to rush forward and punch the fool in the shin. His chortling—at her expense—was jovial enough to enrage her.
Sweet fates. She was hardly any shrew, but she welcomed the fury to distract her from her sorrow. In truth, she might have expected ire, or condemnation—or even lechery—but not this.
At the moment, she was so unsettled by his laughter that she could scarcely bear to look at the man. Mother Goddess, how could any man that size move so swiftly?
If only he’d not kept such a tight hold on his reins, or if he’d moved a little slower, she might be on her way by now. Instead, she was standing here like a ninny, trading quips, though not by choice, with a man large enough to comprise two of Llanthony’s chaplains.
And yet, make no mistake, the fellow was far from fat. Every bit of flesh Ersinius possessed in his belly would have to be shoved up, forcibly, into his man breasts and then mindfully sculpted in order to be half the size this man was.
At long last, the stranger overcame his hilarity and bothered to ask, “Art hurt, lass?”
Daring to meet his sea-green eyes, Elspeth found him leaning in his saddle, the evidence of his mirth still clinging to the corners of his lips. “I’m unharmed,” she confessed. “No thanks to you.”
“If I recall aright,” he said, his eyes gleaming, “I was strolling by, minding my own affairs. You assailed me.”
His Scots accent was subtle, but Elspeth recognized it all the same. He had the diction of one who’d been away from his country overlong, but that did nothing to settle her ire. She had no love for Scots—and even less for reavers. Why should she feel guilty over stealing a thief’s horse? “You were not riding her,” Elspeth said, unreasonably.
“No,” he agreed. “I was not. For a good reason.”
Elspeth hitched her chin. “What good reason, prithee?”
“Not that I should owe you explanations for why I dinna ride my own horse, but I dinna wish to have Merry Bells harm herself in this foul weather.”
Merry Bells?
Elspeth blinked, then frowned, chastened, though he couldn’t possibly have understood why. Naturally, she had already known there would be consequences for the aether spell, but she hadn’t taken much time to consider all the many possibilities. That horse’s life was no less valuable to the Goddess than her own, and now she worried even more about the Rule of Three, mostly for sisters’ sakes, because she had selfishly allowed them to abet her in this failed escape—failed because, only now that she was caught, she realized there was so much more they should have considered. And, of course, with the recent vandalisms, Stephen would send reinforcements. From the beginning, this was doomed. And yet, surely, the Goddess had something better to offer a humble servant than this? The very thought of being trussed over this man’s horse and returned to Ersinius like some sack of meal, disheartened her. And then would he hand her over to the Bishop to be made an example of—like her grandmamau? It wasn’t inconceivable. No matter that they couldn’t prove that mist wasn’t an act of God, they would consider Elspeth a poor example to her sisters. If they didn’t escort her by blade-point to Blackwood, they might still wish to be rid of her and what better way than to burn her at the stake?
Calm yourself, Elspeth.
I am calm, she lied. I’m calm, Rhiannon!
But in the meantime, the Scotsman continued to berate her. She didn’t hear half of what he said, but she focused on his words now.
“The fact that my arse was not planted in my saddle was not an invitation for thievery.”
Elspeth would like to have forgotten he was there, but he gave her a thorough once over, and added, “Then again… judging by the fit of your clothes, this wasn’t your first thievery. Di’ ye burgle some puir sentry too deep in his cups to notice you were nicking his breeches?”
A warm flush crept into Elspeth’s cheeks. “Are you through being amused?”
“Not quite,” he said, “though I assure you my amusement is far more pleasant than the alternative.”
Elspeth arched a dubious brow. He couldn’t possibly be such an ogre if he loved his “Merry Bells” so much. And anyway, what sort of name was Merry Bells for a warrior’s horse? Merry Bells?
If she weren’t so furious, she would have returned the favor by laughing—heartily—rolling over the ground with a hand to her belly.
Indeed, Elspeth wished to do so, but considering how angry and heartsore she was, laughter wasn’t forthcoming—unlike this fool, who seemed incapable of wiping the infuriating smirk from his lips, even whilst he berated her.
But then something occurred to her—something remarkable. He appeared wholly unaware of who she was, which meant… he wasn’t sent to fetch her.
Relief vied with irritation. For all that he rankled her, Elspeth desperately needed help, and as much as she loathed to acknowledge the truth, she sensed a certain virtue in his aura—and this, after all, was her greatest skill: reading people. Whilst Rhiannon could read actual thoughts, so long as Elspeth remained in proximity, she could read emotions—betimes like an aura, filled with colors.
This man’s air was lit pale orange, with just the tiniest hint of blue, like the shades of a low-burning flame. It was perhaps for that reason she’d felt so emboldened to provoke him.
But here, now, they were at a standoff, unless Elspeth relented—which was to say that if she wished to engage his help, she realized she was going to have to be nicer. “So, then…” She swiped primly at her tunic. “You did not say why you are here?”
“Aside from dodging pretty little thieves?”
Elspeth flushed, ignoring the backhanded compliment. It didn’t matter to her that he thought her pretty, but her cheeks burned nonetheless.
“I was sent by your king.”
Insulted, she pressed a hand to her breast. “My king?”
He showed his straight, white teeth. “Mine, too, whether we like it or nay.”
Elspeth blinked, reconsidering the man. So, then, he was a reluctant warrior, serving a king he did not love? Perhaps, indeed, they could be allies after all? But just to be sure, she asked, “Which king?” Naturally, she presumed the most obvious. “The Scots’ king, David?”
“Nay.”
Her brows collided. “Rhys ap Hywel?”
“Nay”
“Owain Gwynedd?”
“Nay.
“Rhys ap Gruffydd.”
“Nay.”
“Madog ap Maredudd?”
He chortled again, only this time, it was a deep-throated chuckle that gave Elspeth a discernible shiver. “Nay, lass,” he said. “Though I commend you on your knowledge of dissenters.”
Elspeth bristled. “Dissenters, sir? You are in Wales. No matter that the Usurper would endeavor to deny it, these men are all kings, chosen properly by their people.” The implication was not lost to him—unlike, Stephen, the Usurper. “Every last one with more right to be here than you—but, very well, if not them, who?”
“The only king you’ve yet to mention,” he said, his lips twitching at the corners. “The one who actually rules these lands.”
“Humph!” said Elspeth, her hands going to her hips. “Stephen of Blois will never rule these lands!”
He leaned forward in his saddle, as though preparing to confide in her, and said low, “Perhaps, my lady, but my sword is pledged to him nonetheless. And never is a very long time.”
Lady? Elspeth suspected the courtesy was but a taunt, meant to needle her. He no more believed her a fine lady than he had any true consideration for his horse. He didn’t wish to break his own neck was all. “My fath—Henry would turn in his grave to hear you say such a thing,” she said, studying the man with narrowed eyes. It wasn’t unheard of for a Scotsman to bend the knee to an English sovereign, but he was not dressed as she might have expected for a vassal of Stephen’s to be dressed—completely without regard for his liege. And, if, indeed, he served her despicable cousin, he must be one of those feckless idiots who’d forsworn an oath to her father. Incensed, she clapped her hands together, ridding herself of imaginary dirt. “Anyway,” she said sourly, “I thought your king supported my—Matilda—who, by the by, happens to be our rightful queen.”
“So, he does.”
Elspeth poked a finger at him. “Aha! He is your king!”
“Who?”
“David!”
“Nay, lass.” The Scotsman frowned. But he peered down his nose at Elspeth with far less mirth, and Elspeth considered his diminished good humor a small, but decisive victory. “I have pledged my sword to Stephen and I always honor my vows,” he said. And that was all. He gave no further explanation.
“You mean to say, you honor your vows when it suits you?” There was probably a good reason his armor wasn’t blazoned; that way he could choose his side according to his mood. “I understand,” she said, and watched his aura deepen to an angry orange, and despite that, Elspeth couldn’t hold her tongue.
“What is it ye ken, lass?”
“You’re a reaver!”
MALCOM’S LIPS THINNED. His previously unanticipated good humor vanished.
Reaver?
Were all Scots considered little more than thieves? By God, she was a lovely little termagant, but a termagant nonetheless. But he hadn’t any time or patience for this. Already, the girl had waylaid him long enough. He appreciated the fleeting instant of mirth, but he had a long, long way to go, and an ailing father to see to. Tugging Merry’s reins, he said, “Aye, well… tis been lovely, lass. Much as I would love to remain and continue this fascinating discourse, I’m afraid I must take my leave now. Good day,” he said.
Wide eyed, and looking suddenly very contrite, the girl stepped in front of his horse, startling Malcom, but Merry Bells didn’t protest the hand in front of her nose.
“Wait!” she said. “Where will you go?”
“Home,” Malcom answered, and once again peered into the tree-tops, suspicious. Could it be she was waylaying him so her fellow brigands could come relieve him of his valuables? Whilst he kept little silver in his bags, his armor and horse were indispensable. As it was, he’d put far too much time into working with Merry Bells to start over again. The thought of losing her soured his belly. Not quite trusting the girl, he kept the grip on his reins, preparing to bolt, but, for some odd reason, despite his pique, there was something in the girl’s stark violet gaze that held him transfixed. Once more, he scanned the tree-tops, looking for compatriots.
Please, please don’t go.
That voice… it was the very same voice he’d heard moments ago, like a silky whisper carried by the wind… Was it her? But he never saw her lips move.
Who was she? Despite having pounced on him from the trees, he didn’t believe she could be a scout. Her hubris told him she was highborn. But even if she had perfected the haughty demeanor, she lacked the refinement he’d so often encountered in the women from Stephen’s court. In fact, there was something about the lass that reminded him quite a bit of his stepmother. Left to her own devices, Page FitzSimon had been a waif with a viper tongue. This girl, dressed in the manner of men, was equally as impudent as his stepmother had been, only with a wit twice as sharp. Yes, indeed, she was exactly like his stepmother, with that stinging pride she wore like a suit of armor, all the while she was frightened and alone. But that wasn’t all they had in common… there was something else… something about the tumult in her gaze… a sad, sad depth of despair that called to Malcom’s soul.
“Which way are you traveling?”
“North,” he said.
Her brows lifted. “Wonderful!” she said with false bravado. “It just so happens to be the way I am traveling as well.”
Malcom arched a brow. “What you mean to say is… north is the way you intended to travel after stealing my horse?”
“Aye,” she said, with a bit of a blush, and Malcom meant to press her further. In fact, he wanted to ask her if she even knew which way was north because she appeared as lost as any soul had ever appeared. He opened his mouth to goad her—mostly because she deserved it—but then came a sudden chorus of barking hounds, and the girl stiffened, looking for the first time frightened out of her wits. Wild eyed, she peered up into the treetops from whence she’d come, and for an instant seemed to consider scrambling back up, but she met Malcom’s gaze. With eyes as wide as saucers and moisture brimming over thick, dark lashes, she begged, “Please.”
Confused, he asked, “Please what?”
“Please sir, we are going the same way…”
“Elspeth!” a man’s voice called, near enough to be understood. And then another shout. “Elspeth!” The hounds were closing in now, barking in a frenzied refrain.
Gone was any pretense at pride. “Please, please, help me!” she begged. “Please!”



Chapter
Four

It was the look of desperation in her eyes that convinced him. “Can you ride astride?” Malcom asked.
“As well as any man,” she answered. “Hurry!”
The hounds were close now. Malcom offered the girl his hand and she seized it without hesitation. He lifted her up into the saddle before him.
“Elspeth!”
Whoever was searching for the girl knew her well enough to use her given name. Malcom lingered only an instant, wondering what manner of quarrel he’d got himself into.
“Please,” she begged, urging him to leave before she had even a chance to place her legs astride the pommel. Responding to the fear in her voice, Malcom obeyed.
He snapped Merry Bells’ reins, but rather than demand the horse go in any particular direction, he let Merry Bells lead the way, hoping the mare’s instinct would serve them better than his own. “God have mercy. You chose a bloody fine day to flee!”
“Don’t worry,” she said, waving a hand as though she were dismissing the mist. “’Tis clear ahead.”
Bolting in a direction he would never have led her—into a thick cloud of fog—Merry Bells hurled over a low-lying bush, and even before Malcom could think to ask how she could possibly know such a thing, they stepped outside the curtain of fog, under a bright spring sky. Stunned though he might be, he knew they hadn’t time to waste. The barking grew frenzied as he urged Merry Bells into a full canter.
“Thank you,” she said, and Malcom felt her shiver.
Feeling strangely protective over the lass, he slid an arm about her waist.
By damn, like his Da, he must be a bloody fool for a lady in distress because he knew beyond a shadow of doubt, as they flew over brush and bracken, that he wouldn’t give the girl up, no matter how many Welshmen’s arrows were trained at his back. They could riddle him with holes and he would take his last breath defending her. He wasn’t about to leave her to whatever fate those men intended to deliver. Leaving the barking and chorus of shouts in their wake, Merry Bells swallowed the ground that rose to greet them, and soon enough, the woodlands gave way to moorlands, the Welsh countryside vanished before England. All the prideful words that had been spoken between them were cast aside like dust in their wake.

THE CROSSOVER into England occurred uneventfully—no signs of pursuit—and once returned to English soil, Malcom settled Merry Bells into an easy canter.
Whoever had been after ‘Elspeth’ mustn’t have realized how close she’d been. Obviously, the fog had worked to her benefit. And, for all the girl’s previous contention, she was silent now, so much so that Malcom might have feared she’d gone mute, save he knew better.
Saucy little vixen.
Better I should be an impious little thief than a minion of the Usurper, she’d said, and the recollection turned his lips yet again. By the stone, he couldn’t remember the last time he’d smiled over anything at all, much less a tongue-lashing by a slip of a lass.
These days, he couldn’t even find so much pleasure in another manner of tongue lashing, though he certainly found himself daydreaming now over far better uses for ‘Elspeth’s’ tongue.
He rather liked the way she looked, with her thick red-gold hair and that smattering of freckles that made him long to brush a thumb across her cheeks.
Not for the first time, her head lolled back, resting on his shoulder, and Malcom found his grin widened, silly though it might be.
North, she’d said.
But how far north did she intend to go?
Eventually, he might bother to ask, but for now, he was reluctant to break the spell of silence. Far too easily, he’d grown accustomed to the warm curves of her body and the sweet lavender scent that drifted from her hair. God’s teeth, there was naught sour about the girl, except her temper.
Elspeth, they’d called her.
He longed to test the sound on his lips.
Elspeth.
For all he knew, he could have stolen some petty king’s daughter, and then, in truth, he would have inherited another battle. Considering how well she’d known her rivals—or rather, King Stephen’s rivals—it was a distinct possibility.
My king? she’d asked with such impudence he’d laughed. But, in truth, there was little humor to be found in treason, and now he considered how best to navigate this conundrum. Because, if, indeed, she was an enemy of the realm, he should hand her over to Stephen—and nevertheless, despite that truth, he knew he wouldn’t do that.
Snoring loudly, she melted against him like a sleepy lover, and, knowing instinctively that they’d encounter no trouble here, Malcom didn’t wake her. For much of their journey, he could tell she was struggling and he surmised that the stress of her flight had wearied her. Adjusting his position so that she could rest more easily, he felt inexplicably contented.
Thankfully, they were traveling through familiar territory, and though he wasn’t flying his banners—thanks to his missing squire—there was little need for concern.
Robert of Gloucester was dead. Matilda’s rebellion was well and duly thwarted. She’d had no choice but to return to her Angevin husband to lick her wounds, and now that the Empress was gone, Stephen’s barons were far too preoccupied making treaties with each other to secure alliances and war gains. Neither the Empress, nor her upstart son, would be returning to England any time soon—unless Stephen should happen to agree to finance yet another of his cousin’s campaigns.
Obviously, the king was not so as adept at ruling as Henry was—in part, because he had more honor than the former. However, honor didn’t seem to be a trait well-suited to a sovereign, and Stephen made too many concessions. For his unyielding sense of compromise, what had he received in turn? A hollow pledge from erstwhile barons who were all still placing wagers on who should keep Henry’s throne—and, aye, these many, many years later, the crown was still said to be Beauclerc’s. Stephen of Blois was still called Usurper, most recently by the girl in his arms.
Malcom sighed. For what it was worth, he liked Stephen. He might, indeed, be an ineffectual ruler, but he was an honorable man, who, whether or not he was justified in his succession, had been moved to seize the crown only because he’d believed his rule was best for the realm. It was for this unwavering sense of devotion to England that so many of Henry’s own barons had abandoned support for Matilda in order to support him—not because the archbishop finagled it, or because some witch beguiled him. Even now, despite all she’d done to undermine him, the king’s loyalty to Matilda was as thick as their blood and, in fact, he’d had plenty of opportunity to take the Empress’s head if that’s what he’d meant to do.
On the other hand, his predecessor had ruled with an iron fist, with a temper not unlike that of a berserker’s, and the older Henry had gotten, the more temperamental he’d become. The man remained full of piss and vinegar until the day he’d died—so much so that Malcom betimes wondered if he were poisoned by his own bile.
Screw the eels. Screw the twisted plots and rumors of witchery. Anger was Henry Beauclerc’s bane, and his daughter was just the same, only coupled with an arrogance that left everyone cold.
But, of course, it could be that Malcom was biased. Most notably because, four and twenty years ago, Matilda’s father had dared to reach into Scotia and steal a wee boy from his father.
Even so, Malcom wasn’t blind to Stephen’s weaknesses. Much of the time their king’s ambivalence managed to create a world of strife—take these parklands for example.
Ever since leaving Wales, Malcom had been careful to remain on chartered land, but to either side of the easement, these parklands belonged to Graeham d’Lucy and to William Beauchamp—both men pledged to Stephen, but Malcom trusted d’Lucy far more than he did Beauchamp.
Back in the day, Henry Beauclerc had insisted upon designating certain lands as his royal hunting grounds, to be used only by invitation. But, of course, that did not go well with his barons, and least of all d’Lucy and Beauchamp. So, in exchange for their support and fealty before his coronation, Stephen had promised to reverse Henry’s charter.
Regrettably, he’d not counted on the greed of his barons or the willingness of nobles to lie. Whilst, in truth, Beauchamp had lost little land—if any at all—due to Henry’s appropriation, it didn’t stop him from challenging the return of d’Lucy’s parklands. Four years ago, the elder d’Lucy was slain during a scuffle over these parcels, and to date, this had gone unpunished by Stephen.
What was more, whilst d’Lucy continued to support Stephen in all his endeavors and sent his bastard brother to answer all his summonses to war, Beauchamp supported Stephen only in word, never in deed, and remained elsewise engaged in his never-ending feud, entirely without consequence. Unfortunately, Malcom knew much of this because Stephen was keen on a union between Malcom and Dominique Beauchamp, William’s young sister—perhaps as a means to ensure Beauchamp’s loyalties. And while Malcom was still considering, he was unconvinced Beauchamp would make anyone a suitable ally—his lovely little sister be damned. Dominique was far too meek for his taste. And though she comported herself well enough, Malcolm supposed he liked his ladies more like the ones he’d left behind in Scotia, whose hearts were ever-faithful, but whose temperaments were true to their minds.
Like the woman in his arms.
At long last, she stirred, waking herself with an indelicate snort.
“Welcome back to the world of the living, lass. Di’ ye sleep well?”



Chapter
Five

Elspeth shook herself free of her strange languor. “I… I wasn’t… sleeping,” she lied. But how odd—how imprudent—to sleep in a stranger’s arms! The last thing she wanted was for him to think she would be so compliant as to allow him to do aught that he willed.
“You weren’t?” he asked, and his smile returned, because Elspeth heard the note of good humor in his voice. So, too, did her ire.
“I ask only because I thought I heard you snore.”
“Nay, my lord. I. Do. Not. Snore.”
He leaned forward—scandalously close—challenging her. “But how can ye know you don’t snore when you’re sleeping? Are ye perchance a seer?”
The warmth of his breath—sweet for a man—tickled the back of Elspeth’s neck and she lifted her shoulder, shrugging him away. Of course, she was. But she didn’t need sight to know whether she snored, although perhaps she should say yes just to see what he would say. “I would not
know if I were sleeping, but I was not sleeping.”
Elspeth realized he must be teasing her, but she wasn’t in the mood, and the farther she traveled from Wales, the more she fretted about her sisters. And nevertheless, it wasn’t as though she wasn’t grateful; she was. It was more that now that she was out of immediate danger, she didn’t know what to do or where to go. She couldn’t very well ask him to put her off right here, could she? Where would she go? She tried to consider possibilities but couldn’t think with him whispering at her ear. “Only humor me,” he suggested. “How can ye know for sure?”
Elspeth huffed a sigh, shrugging him away, again. “Because. If I snored—if I ever snored—my sisters would have told me so.”
That answer seemed to mollify him for a second, and then he asked, “Sisters? From the priory?”
“Aye.”
“Nuns?”
“Nay.”
“Aha,” he said now, but did she imagine a note of relief? Silence for a moment, and then he proposed, “So, tell me, Elspeth… how many sisters have you?”
The way he spoke her name, so gently, gave Elspeth a quiver, and no matter, she didn’t wish to tell him anything more than she must. “Four,” she said, because he asked.
“Living?”
“Aye.”
“And where are they now?”
“Precisely where we are not,” Elspeth returned, and this, once more, inspired a low rumble of laughter from her reluctant champion.
Ye gods, his mirth was unshakable.
As a matter of fact, she’d already acknowledged that she’d left four sisters at the priory. She didn’t feel particularly compelled to repeat herself. If he couldn’t properly hear, he should clean out his ears. By the cauldron! Was it possible that all Scots could be so annoying?
For most of her years at court, the Scot’s king’s son had teased her mercilessly. It was only after being warned about the possibility of incurring Morwen’s wrath that he’d ever deigned to stop. It was unthinkable now that that man should be made the Earl of Northumberland—particularly so, since Elspeth wasn’t the only one who didn’t trust him. Much like Stephen’s son Eustace, he was a petty tyrant with an eye for his father’s laurels. As far as she was concerned, with the likes of Eustace so close to her father’s throne, England was descending into darkness. And the most infuriating thing of all was this: David of Scotia had once knelt before her sister Matilda. He swore his love and fealty while her father watched, and now he and all his barons paid homage to Stephen instead of Matilda. So, then, did he, or did he not, support Matilda?
And what about this Scotsman at her back? How could he support Stephen, when her sister was the rightful claimant to the throne?
Be nice to him, Elspeth.
You need him.
The voice was fainter now, and Elspeth couldn’t, in truth, be certain it belonged to Rhiannon. It could well be her own voice of reason. Because it was true; she did need him.
For love of the Goddess, she didn’t want
to need this man, but she did. And nevertheless, she knew so little about him, save that he mustn’t be lowborn. Her first clue was the ring on his finger—the one on his left hand that by now had slipped to her thigh. She’d allowed it to remain there, if only to study the ring. Casting her gaze down again, examining the signet, she studied the golden two-headed falcon and read the maxim: Altium, citius, fortius. But she couldn’t recall whose standard it could be. She had been gone from court so long now that she didn’t know anything about Stephen’s new barons. There were hundreds of them, all building adulterine castels her father would have smashed with his fist.
Lulled once more by the lazy trot of his horse, Elspeth found herself leaning back against his sturdy form, and mostly because he didn’t protest, she relaxed. After all, it was going to be a long, long journey to wherever they were going.
North, he’d said.
How far north was north?
IT DID NOT ESCAPE Malcom that she’d yet to ask him to put her down… and regardless, it was past time to discover who she was, and more importantly, her destination.
North was not enough to go by, and as much as he was warming to the notion of taking her all the way to Aldergh, it was also past time for Merry Bells to rest. He’d been watching the horse closely for signs of exhaustion. But strangely, he suspected the mare was championing Elspeth as he was, putting as much distance between her and her pursuers as possible. But how much sense did that make? As much as he liked to think Merry his companion and friend, she was only a simple beast who rested when she must, ate when she must, slept when she must. And subsequently, only a cruel master would push her beyond her endurance. Therefore, as much as he relished the notion of spiriting the lass all the way home, it was past time to discover who she was.
He opened his mouth to speak, but she returned her head to his shoulder, and he shut his mouth again, because the gesture inexplicably pleased him.
He couldn’t deny that he was drawn to her in ways he hadn’t been drawn to any woman in far too long, and yet, he felt an obligation to keep her safe, even from himself.
Was this what his father had felt for Page?
God’s truth; he didn’t know the girl. How could he feel anything for her at all?
“Elspeth,” he prompted, and then, because she didn’t seem to hear him, he nudged her awake. “Elspeth?”
She straightened, but didn’t respond, and Malcom thought perhaps she must have fallen asleep again, so he gave her a moment to regain her bearings, and said, louder, “Elspeth.” Her head bounced off his shoulder, and he tried not to laugh. Reaching up to wipe the smile from his lips, he said, “Now that Wales is behind us, it occurs to me that you should know I mean to ride all the way to Northumbria.”
She swiveled to glare at him. “I knew it!” she said. “You are a reaver!” And then she leaned forward as far as she dared, so that Malcom couldn’t possibly touch her—which was entirely ludicrous, because her arse was nestled sweetly between his thighs.
And nevertheless, her reaction vexed him. Whilst so many of the northern lords were fickle in their loyalties, seizing opportunities where they may, he’d never once even considered raiding north or south. “I am no reaver,” he maintained. “I am Malcom Scott, rightful Earl of Aldergh.”
“Aye, well,” she said stiffly, quite sourly. “I am quite certain you won your title by honorable means.”
Malcom’s good humor came to an abrupt end, for nay, he had not. As far as he knew, it was quite the opposite of honorable to sink a blade into one’s kinsman’s heart, and despite this fact, that detail was none of her concern—neither was his worth as an Earl. “God’s love, woman. Must everything be a quarrel?”
Malcom shook his head, tugging the reins, urging Merry Bells to a halt. He’d had more than enough of the girl’s temper. Whatever bond he felt to the lass, she obviously did not share it, and he wasn’t a glutton for punishment. She was out of danger now; it was time to put her off.
“What are you doing?”
“Considering the wisdom in leaving an impertinent lass on lands belonging to a man I detest. Perhaps a good, long walk will settle your ire.”
She stiffened, and he heard her swallow. “I-uh… I’m sorry,” she said. “Tis been a while since I have conversed with anyone save my sisters.”
Malcom’s tone no longer held any trace of amusement. “You mean the four sisters you left behind at the priory?”
“Aye.”
“And did you speak to them so rudely?”
“Nay.”
“Well, then, lady, allow me to enlighten you. When one is asked a question, the proper response is not to answer with another question—or worse, with rudeness. The proper response is to answer politely.”
She answered now with silence and Malcom sensed she must be warring with her pride—something she had in abundance. No doubt, she longed to gnash her teeth at him, but she couldn’t argue with his logic, and neither had he impugned her, save to say she was rude. And, by God, she was. Her chin lifted, but slightly. “So, my Lord Aldergh… what is the proper response if a stranger intends to pry? I was taught it was bad form to ask a lady intrusive questions, and therefore how should one answer rudeness but with rudeness?”
Malcom blinked. She was right, of course. Given normal circumstances, he’d never have approached her, even to ask her name, much less more personal questions. And nevertheless, these were not normal circumstances and he couldn’t let it go. “My lady, I do believe we ceased to be strange after hearing you snore.”
She stiffened, and despite his pique, Malcom felt the urge to laugh. God’s teeth, what was it about the lass that called to his better nature? Certainly not her temper.
“You are the one who is rude,” she said, sounding injured, and Malcom felt contrite, though try as he might, he couldn’t quite keep the quake from his shoulders, and she turned to cast him another evil-eyed glare.
“Dear lady, I am… not… laughing… at you,” he reassured. “I am simply… overcome… by… your… mettle. Where I come from, ’tis precisely the way a woman ought to be—fearless. Only, tell me, despite your attempted thievery of my property, have I yet to treat you dishonorably?”
Her answer was given ruefully. “Nay.”
“Why, then, do you persist upon despising me?”
“I do not,” she confessed.
“Art certain?”
She hesitated. “Quite.”
Malcom didn’t budge. He held his ground, urging Merry Bells to stay. Although he was refreshed by her forthright nature, he was also bound and determined to earn not merely her trust, but her good manners and gratitude as well. He waited for an apology.
“Very well,” she said, obviously expecting it to be the end of their discourse. She leaned forward, pressing her knees into Merry Bells’ withers, but the horse, like her master, remained steadfast. Nibbling at tufts of grass, she, too, stood stubbornly, and after a moment, she urinated where she stood, squatting so that Elspeth was forced to lie back against him.
Malcom smirked. “Very well what?”
The lass sighed louder than she snored, and Malcom suppressed another chuckle.
“Very well! Very well!” she snapped. “If you will not abandon me on this detestable man’s land, I will endeavor to be…”
“What?”
“Less rude.”
“Thank you, madam,” he said, still waiting. “And perhaps even agreeable?”
“Aye,” she said. “I will.”
“Thank you,” Malcom said, and clicked the reins, prompting Merry Bells into an easy canter, despite the lack of proper apology. It was enough that she would cease and desist with her temper.



Chapter
Six

Feeling chastised, with good merit, Elspeth lapsed into silence, listening to the clop, clop of the horse’s hooves—a sound that was slowly, inexorably, lulling her back to sleep.
Sweet fates. What was this terrible languor?
Even now, seated before this stranger, she fought a new wave of sleepiness as her gaze scanned the vaguely familiar landscape—less mountainous now, with light and airy forests.
She had no idea what lay ahead, but she did know what she was leaving behind, and she swallowed her grief like a glob of sticky porridge, her emotions bedeviling her.
It wasn’t merely her sisters she was taking leave of. It was Wales itself, and the spirit of the land, which was even now shedding itself from her like a mantle being stripped from her back.
If she was cross, it was because her heart ached, and Malcom seemed far too ready to taunt her. If only he understood how devastating this was. If only he could comprehend what travesty had befallen her the last time she’d arrived in this land—mayhap then he wouldn’t tease her so mercilessly. It was more than twenty years later now, but she knew too much as a woman of four and twenty to feel aught but trepidation over returning to England.
She remembered only too well that journey she’d taken to London with her grandmamau. Less than six months later, she was dead.
Remember, Elspeth, never forget…
I will not forget, she promised Rhiannon. I will never forget.
And yet, unlike Rhiannon, Elspeth dared not make revenge her raison d’être. It was far more honorable to fight her mother by championing all that was good. It was for that reason she must remain Matilda’s champion. Like Robert, she would do so until her dying breath. And, if, in truth, Elspeth was more invested in Matilda’s cause than her sisters, it was because she believed with all her heart that if Matilda won this untenable war, only then could justice ever be served.
It aggrieved her so much that Rhiannon could not understand and forgive their half-sister. Instead, she huffed and fumed, and the more she did so, the harder grew her heart—and if there was one thing Elspeth feared in this world, it was the thought of Rhiannon following in Morwen’s path. It was a terrifying visage. Already, Rhiannon had too much of their mother. In fact, but for the color of her hair and eyes, she was the spitting image of Morwen. Like their grandmother, Rhiannon bore the mark of the Mother—the crossed, amber-lit gaze that distinguished her as the regnant priestess, and the Craft was stronger with her than it ever was with Morwen. But if her sister ever learned to use her gifts with such a bitter heart, Elspeth loathed to think what might become of her.
Of all her living sisters, Rhiannon loathed their mother most, with good reason. Nestled in Morwen’s womb, she and a twin had suffered a mother’s worst betrayal. Having sensed the bounteous gift their grandmamau had bestowed upon the unborn twins—strong Welsh magik, powerful enough for two babes—and realizing she’d been deprived of her birthright, Morwen had concocted a potion to still their beating hearts. Rhiannon lived; the twin did not. And now, Goddess save anyone who came between her sister and her vengeance.
Insomuch as Morwen seemed to defy the tenets of their coven, and as horrible a mother as she was, the Goddess had certainly blessed her womb well enough. She’d born two sets of twins in her lifetime, and she hadn’t a nurturing bone in her body. Elspeth hoped with all her heart that Rhiannon would rise above such meanness, but only time would tell.
One thing was certain. Ersinius had better stay out of Rhiannon’s way. Contrary to what folks believed about witches, she couldn’t turn him into a toad, but she could easily mix a powder to sprinkle in his robes and rot away his manhood, and that she would do.
Doddering old man. Annoyed by the stupidity of men and thinking about the way Ersinius used to cross himself every time they chanced to breathe the same air, Elspeth
shook her head.
Really, it wasn’t as though any of them could raise the dead or bewitch the living. Not even Morwen had that kind of power—then, again, perhaps she did. After all, it was said she’d beguiled Henry, and whatever sway she’d held over Elspeth’s father, she now appeared to hold over Stephen as well. In truth, Elspeth didn’t know what her mother was capable of. She’d heard rumors of glamour spells and shapeshifting, such as was done by the Death Crone, but she’d never once witnessed any of that manner of hud du. When pressed, her grandmamau had said that all knowledge of those dark arts—if ever they’d existed—had passed away with the fall of Avalon. But, in truth, unless Elspeth ever got her hands on her grandmother’s grimoire, she would never know for sure. Whatever spells she and her sisters knew, they knew by rote, after watching Morwen or her grandmother perform them. But witchcraft was not so much what people supposed. To her own people it was better known as the Craft of the Wise. And, in their native tongue they were known as dewines, not witches. Translated more precisely, they were, indeed, enchantresses, but also bards, prophets and seers, and, as with any art, not everyone had the same skills. Certainly not all were dark.
Her people held the earth in great esteem and believed all beings were connected—living and otherwise. Magik was but another word for transformation, conjuration and creation and life was filled with these things—a butterfly emerging from a cocoon, a child born of a woman, a seedling emerged after a long winter, life born from a drop of water. But people were simply no longer open to miracles, even when proof existed before their eyes. Only now, in this time of persecution, this was their saving grace: People no longer believed in the Old Ways.
Elspeth cast a glance over her shoulder at her dubious savior—a minion of Stephen’s. Whatever gratitude she felt toward this man, it was tempered by resentment over his unswerving loyalty to the pea-brain who’d cast their nations into war.
In truth, she was not usually so ill-mannered, but she didn’t wish to like this man, even though she needed him. So, aye, it galled her that he, of all people, would endeavor to educate her about rudeness—even ruder yet was faithlessness. Whether or not he’d come to his titles after her father’s death, and whether or not he’d reneged on his vows, anyone who was an enemy of Matilda’s should rightfully be an enemy of Elspeth’s.
Forsooth, how could he possibly approve of the way his Scots king had agreed to aid his niece, then so conveniently abandoned his support? Did he have no care at all that Stephen had no right to rule any lands, less Wales? Did it never concern him that “their king” had forced his own brother to deliver him the support of the church? Or that he’d seized the treasury without right?
The bounds of Stephen’s treachery infuriated Elspeth to no end. And yet, she felt painfully ambivalent about Malcom, because, aye, she realized he could have easily abandoned her to the mercy of Ersinius’ men, and if he had, he might have been justified in doing so. After all, he didn’t know her, and she could have been fleeing a rightful persecution. But nevertheless, once the moment arrived, he’d pulled her onto his mount, with nary a hesitation and swept her away, holding her close—so close that she’d dared to feel… safe.
Certainly, it was the last thing she’d expected from a man she’d attempted to rob—or from a professed minion of Stephen’s.
Who are you Malcom?
Peering down at the ring on his finger—closer now that his hands were on the reins and no longer resting on her person, she wondered how and when he’d acquired his lands and title. Of course, she didn’t know his standard—or his name—so he must have ascended after her father’s death—and therefore, he must be one of Stephen’s new barons.
Men like Cael d’Lucy…
And once again, she sighed, and, for a moment, allowed herself to consider how things would have been had she stayed with her sisters…
She would have been carted away by now, and soon enough found herself wed to an Earl as well. She would have been sent back to Blackwood, where she could have ruled her own demesne, but at what cost?
But now… above and beyond the spell they’d cast, what cost would her sisters pay for Elspeth’s defiance? Surely, Morwen would never suffer this insult lightly, and there was no doubt she would fly at once to the priory. She would want to know precisely what her sisters knew. But did even Rhiannon know where she was going?
With every mile she traveled, Rhiannon’s voice grew fainter and fainter… and for better or worse, soon… very soon… not even she would be able to reach her.
Sweet fates. How will I bear it?
Look to your champion, Elspeth.
Champion? Elspeth dared again to peek over her shoulder and found Malcom’s gaze fixed upon the horizon. At the instant, he didn’t seem to sense her scrutiny, so she allowed her gaze to linger…
He had a strong jaw with a small cleft in his chin, and his eyes—blue-green—were veiled by thick, dark lashes. His skin was swarthy, as though he spent much of his time in the sun, but it was impossible to say what color his hair might be because it was covered by that coif.
Was it true? Could he be her champion?
Did you send him, Rhiannon?
Silence.
Elspeth’s heart wrenched.
Rhiannon, she called again, and again, her answer was silence.
Swallowing the lump that rose in her throat, Elspeth turned as far as she could in the saddle, craning her neck as tears pricked at her eyes.
She knew the instant she passed outside her sisters’ reach… because she suffered the void acutely… it was a great sweeping darkness… illumined only by the man riding at her back.
Elspeth peered up at him, tears swimming in her eyes, and prayed that, indeed, the Goddess had sent him to aid her. Without her sisters, she had no one else to trust.
“What is it, Elspeth?”
She turned, giving Malcom her back, and said, “Nothing.” And once again, more to convince herself. “All is well.”



Chapter
Seven

One chair by the small hearth remained conspicuously empty, the seat as cold as the ashes beneath the cauldron. Silence, thick and dismal, became the Ewyas sisters’ fifth companion.
“She’s… gone,” said Rhiannon. No two words were ever spoken more woefully.
Swallowing the knot of grief that formed in her throat, Rhiannon rose from her seat to stand before the small cauldron, peering down into the kettle’s bottom to see what she could see…
Betimes, a bit of majik lingered there, in the last drops of beguiled liquid; but today there was none. The long night had rendered the contents powder dry, leaving only a trace of ash to reveal the herbs they had burned. Alas, she didn’t need a scrying stone or spells to know that, for better or worse, today was the day their lives began to diverge.
Holding tight to her emotions, keeping her back to her sisters, Rhiannon was afraid they would glimpse what she loathed to tell them. Life was so much like a spider’s web—so many threads flowing from its center, all leading to destinations unknown and the slightest deviation had the potential to place them at very wide berths.
But her sisters’ destinies were not hers, and as similar as they might be, having spent nearly every waking moment together, not a one of them had the same fire burning in their soul.
Rhiannon wanted nothing as much as she wanted revenge—for the grandmother
she’d never known, and for the twin she’d mourned inside her mother’s womb. Elspeth carried a torch for justice. Seren wanted peace. Rose and Arwyn longed for things they might never see. But, at least this was still true: Wherever Elspeth was going now, her future would be her own to choose. The same could not be said for the rest of her siblings. Her careless spell had changed their fates.
And yet, had she known… if she had but suspected the outcome… she would have done it all the same all over again. Rhiannon was wise enough to know that Elspeth’s cause was the most noble of them all. Wales itself could be lost if she did not pursue her crusade for their sister Matilda.
Goddess save them if Stephen’s son took that throne. Darkness would descend upon this land… a darkness unlike even the one that had dimmed the grace of Avalon.
It was a long, long moment before Arwyn finally breached the silence, inquiring about Elspeth. “Do you know where she is going?”
Too easily, Rhiannon lied with a shake of her head, even as she loathed herself for doing it. By the cauldron, it was said that lies were like steps descending into darkness, and that even when they were well-intentioned, they had the ill effect of spreading gloom.
But this was also true: Of all her siblings—Elspeth included—Rhiannon was the only one who could hope to defeat Morwen. It was safer if her sisters did not know where Elspeth was going. Morwen would too easily read everything their tongues refused to speak. As lovely as her sisters might be, they were equally as guileless.
“Fear not,” she said, at last. “Our Goddess sent her a champion.”
“Hmm,” said Seren, furrowing her brow, but she said nothing more, perhaps guessing at the truth—that Rhiannon had summoned this man herself, not the Goddess, at least not without intervention. Alas, it was impossible to say what might come from wresting the lord of Aldergh away from his chosen path… or whether the effect of it would be good or bad.
Rose worried her hands. “Did you note the direction they were traveling? We’ll want to know so we can follow.”
“East,” lied Rhiannon, though it wasn’t entirely a lie, for whilst she did know which direction they were headed, and she also knew the name of the man who was bound to her, Elspeth’s true destination was unknown even to Rhiannon. So much now depended on the decisions her sister made. Free will was a gift of the one true God and even her own future was foreseeable only in glimpses. Any new path taken, or any new decision made—like that spider’s web—could steal her away to an entirely new destiny.
Yesterday, she’d a very good plan to get her sisters away from this priory. Today, that plan was no more viable than it had been for Elspeth to remain. And yet, Rhiannon had no regrets. This way, at least she knew her sister had a champion to defend her.
“I miss her already,” lamented Seren.
“Me too,” confessed Rhiannon, as she reached down to smooth her callused fingertips over the cold, hard rim of the kettle. She had a terrible feeling that she would miss all her sisters every day for the rest of her life…
“Does she know… what you did?”
“The sleep spell?” Rhiannon shrugged, and shook her head. “Not yet.” Though neither did her sisters realize the full scope of what she had done. All they knew was that Rhiannon had cast a wee spell to settle Elspeth’s nerves. But that spell was not the spell that changed their lives. By wresting one man from his chosen path, she had, in truth, changed her own fate entirely, because she had been wrong. The new lord of Blackwood didn’t care whatsoever who warmed his bed.
“You did the right thing,” reasoned Seren, mistaking Rhiannon’s distress.
Arwyn agreed. “It was for her own good, Rhiannon. She’s too prone to worry.”
“So now what?” asked Seren.
A tear slipped past Rhiannon’s lashes as she realized her sisters were looking to her for direction. But, of course they would… as they had once looked to Elspeth.
Alas, though Elspeth’s skills were no match for Rhiannon’s, Elspeth had something else Rhiannon did not possess, a pure heart, and an unwavering sense of loyalty. That’s why, after all these years, her sister could not abandon her crusade for Matilda. Though it was also precisely why she would have been compelled to return. Even now Rhiannon felt a tempest turning inside her. And, Elspeth, her one true anchor, was moving further and further away with every clip-clop of that horse’s hooves. No matter that she could no longer hear Elspeth speaking to her, she could still hear that sound, like drums beating in her head.
Clip. Clop. Clip, clop. Clip, clop.
Putting her hands to her ears and glaring down at the long-spent embers below the kettle, she considered the hatred she felt for her lady mother and watched the white coals turn slowly red…
Morwen was a heartless demon, without an ounce of regret for all the horrors she had committed. Death. Terror. Fear. These were all the things her mother reveled in, and the worst of her sins were as yet unknown to her sisters. There was nothing of the Maiden or Mother left in Morwen; she was the Death Crone, and her darkness had begun to eat away at her from the inside out.
In order to keep her spell of glamour, she would continue to sacrifice innocents. She’d struck herself a bargain with the Crone, but she was, indeed, worse than Cerridwen ever was, and the fallout from her treachery would be far worse than the vanishing of an Island or its people. She would drag England itself into oblivion… along with Wales and Scotia, and any lands or persons that came under Stephen’s rule. And whilst their king might respect and even love his portly wife, few ever had the power to resist Morwen’s wiles. After all, it was Morwen who’d planted the seed of greed into Stephen’s silly little head. She had been using her Craft from the beginning. And once she’d realized Henry had learned to resist her wiles, she moved on to Stephen, turning Stephen’s heart against the uncle he’d loved so well, convincing him that he must betray his blood for honor and justice. But he was not lost… not yet… And yet, if Eustace ever rose to power, with Morwen by his side, England as they knew it would be lost… forever. Therefore, Elspeth must champion their sister. She must win her champion to her side, and she must find a way to return Matilda to the throne.
As for Rhiannon… she would destroy their mother.
Fueled by so much hatred, and despite the lack of proper kindling, the fire lit beneath the kettle, bursting up and around the course black belly.
Seren gasped, leaping up from her chair. She rushed to grab an armful of kindling. “Rhiannon, nay! You mustn’t do such things!”
Far too late… the storm inside her was already raging, dancing on a fateful wind, turning, whirling, gaining strength, like a maelstrom. Thankfully, none of this was notable to her sisters, because, at the instant it raged only inside Rhiannon.
“If anyone should ever see you do such things, not even the king’s mercy will stop them from condemning you! The only reason Ersinius puts up with us is because deep down he does not believe we are born to our grandmother’s sins.”
Merely because their grandmother had been withered by age and the sisters were too lovely to be evil—but hadn’t Morwen proven that to be a lie? In her youth, she had been far more beautiful than any of her daughters, but there was little doubt that she was the evilest witch to walk this earth than they had known in quite some time. “Only because he enjoys his gold,” Rhiannon said.
“If I had my guess, he would sooner see us burn,” argued Seren as she continued picking through the tinder, gathering the best pieces.
It was the wrong thing to say. Rhiannon’s fury grew hotter, and the fire below the cauldron burned brighter, hotter. Alas, they had not been allowed to leave since Elspeth was discovered missing, and nobody brought them anymore wood. If Rhiannon guessed correctly, this was not an oversight, for neither had they had anything to eat since early this morn. Once the envoy had arrived and Elspeth was summoned, chaos ensued and the four of them had been ushered into their prison hovel with permanent guards at their door.
With arms laden, Seren rushed back across the room to toss the kindling into the flames, at first piece by piece, and then she dumped them all at once as a knock sounded at the door. “Forsooth!” she exclaimed, peering over her shoulder and meeting Rhiannon’s gaze.
Rhiannon was not surprised.
“Who can it be?”
“Ersinius.”
Arwyn’s eyes widened. “Here?”
Rose asked, “Now?”
As long as they had ever known him, the chaplain had never once missed Vespers. His devotion to the church—at least as it could be measured by others—was unshakeable. Of course, after the envoy’s departure, a visit from him was inevitable, but her sisters had not expected to see him again this evening. Rhiannon lifted her hand, bidding Arwyn and Rose to remain seated as she moved to the door. In the meantime, Seren rushed to grab another armful of kindling to prop up the fire as best she could before Ersinius could see it was mostly bare.
Giving her sister time to put down her handful, Rhiannon unlocked the door, and no sooner had she removed the bar, when the door flew wide, revealing the florid face of their illustrious chaplain. “Father,” Rhiannon said quietly.
Undaunted—at least by Rhiannon, although he should have been petrified—Ersinius shoved open the door and marched into their meager home. “I have come to inform that your mother’s arrival is imminent.”
“But, of course,” Rhiannon said silkily. Her sisters might be cowed by the man’s temper, but she refused to be bullied.
Because she had such a pure heart, Elspeth always believed Ersinius crossed himself for fear of their bloodline; Rhiannon knew better. He crossed himself because he coveted them—all five sisters together. And he loathed himself for the weakness of his flesh. How he longed to punish them for the temptation they offered. And yet, it was his greatest displeasure to have to share his holy house with those less worthy. He despised the fact that he had served Henry’s pious wife, only to become no more than a warden to five profane little girls. Regardless of whether they were in fact born to their grandmother’s ‘evil ways,’ he would have preferred to hand them over to be dealt with by the Pope—and more significantly, he’d have preferred to win admiration for his tireless crusade for the church. The chaplain glared at Rhiannon, warning her without words, and she read every thought that crossed his oily brain. He was thinking how much he loathed them—merely because they had menses. And, furthermore, he was thinking how much he wished he’d caught them undressed… so that, later, he could pleasure himself to the image of them naked in a cluster, all writhing with their sweet, tender flesh over his fat, greasy body. For her sisters’ sakes, Rhiannon tried to be submissive, but failed miserably, smiling thinly.
“You will not find yourself quite so smug once you face her,” he warned Rhiannon. “And you have sorely disappointed your cousin.”
“He is not my cousin.”
Once again, all three sisters looked at Rhiannon, silently begging for her to calm her raging heart. But she was nothing like Elspeth. Filled with righteous fury, Rhiannon held her smile, and after an instant, the chaplain averted his gaze, uncomfortable with the affliction she’d been born with—her crossed eyes. “He is your father’s nephew, and therefore he is your cousin, despite that you seem so disinclined to offer him the respect due him.”
Rhiannon shrugged, and, for her sisters’ sakes, she declined to say that, in fact, Stephen was no kin to her at all, even if he was to her sisters. Her father was not Henry Beauclerc and she had known this for most of her life. But she held her tongue, because she knew it would never serve her to reveal the truth to anyone who held her fate in their hands—not even her sisters. Let them all think her father was the same man who’d fathered Elspeth, Seren, Arwyn and Rose.
The chaplain’s face was purple with rage. “From this moment on,” he continued, “until such time as your mother arrives, you will not be allowed to garden. In fact, you will not be allowed outside your cottage at all. Ever. You will take your meals in this room. Ungrateful brats!”
Seren blinked. “So… you mean to keep us prisoners?” she asked.
Besides their companionship, the only one thing that had kept them sane throughout these long years was their ability to garden—and to be outdoors.
“We have always been prisoners,” Rhiannon argued, and the chaplain continued to address her sisters, ignoring Rhiannon as best he could.
“Your mother will determine what best to do with the lot of you, though I suspect your days at Llanthony are numbered—thank God!”
Yes, do thank God, said Rhiannon without speaking, and he turned his gaze partway to peer at her out of the corner of one eye. And then, with a shudder, he glanced away, casting his gaze at the hearth, and there he narrowed his gaze. He spun to examine the wood pile by the door, and, finally, as he must have longed to do from the instant he stepped into their hovel, he crossed himself, only this time, Rhiannon felt inordinately pleased for the startle he must have felt to find their fire burning strong, with so little wood. What skinny bits Seren had placed beneath the cauldron had already burned away to ash, and still the flames burned strong—as strong as Rhiannon’s rage.
Only, now, before they left his priory, she wanted Ersinius to know: Aye, she and her sisters bore the blood of the Great Goddess. And they were also descended of the fair-faced druids who’d settled the Sunken Isle, long before Wales was Wales or England was a thought in the minds of men.
At long last, Seren shook herself free of her stupor, rushing forward to settle a hand on the chaplain’s arm, placating him. “We are humbled by your presence, Holy Father, and we are sorry for any trouble we may have caused.”
“As you should be,” Ersinius berated her. He cast a glance at Rose and Arwyn, neither of which had yet to speak a word. “Alas, there’s little I can do for you now.”
“Of course,” said Seren. “We humbly await our just deserts.”
With a flourish, the chaplain turned his back to Rhiannon, appeased by her sister’s deference. “In the meantime,” he said unapologetically, “empty stomachs and a cold bed should give you much to contemplate. Best you’d pray for your sister’s soul. She has endangered alliances.”
He dared to glance once more over his shoulder at Rhiannon, and said, before departing, “And you, wicked girl, best you speak your farewells whilst you can.”
“Farewells?” asked Seren, confused. But the chaplain closed the door on her question and Rhiannon held herself together until she heard the slam, then crumpled to the floor.



Chapter
Eight

It was early yet, but Merry Bells was spent, and barring another two or three hours of travel time—something neither the girl nor his horse could endure—their options were few. Up ahead, there was a small copse where Malcom made camp with his squire on the way south.
“There’s an inn nearby,” he said, shaking Elspeth to rouse her. “Alas, I would not recommend it to my worst enemy.”
After their most recent argument, they had formed a truce of sorts, and perhaps an easy camaraderie, though probably more due to the fact that Elspeth couldn’t seem to stay awake. “Really?” she asked drowsily. “So now I am your worst enemy?”
Malcom smiled. Even in slumber she had sass.
“So where are we going?”
“Well, lass… that’s what I am trying to determine.”
Elspeth rubbed sleepily at her cheek. “Whether I am your worst enemy? Or where you might prefer to deposit me?”
Malcom chuckled low. “Both,” he confessed, though, in truth, he had already begun to settle his heart on taking the lass all the way home to Aldergh. Strange that, but he felt a growing sense of obligation to her, and though he would do precisely as she bade him, he was beginning to loathe the idea of abandoning her to anyone else’s care. He had come to think himself her champion.
He sighed and scratched at the back of his neck, irritated by the biting midge.
Best case scenario: They would take a short respite, water the horse, eat perhaps, then nap, and awake early enough to arrive at Drakewich before dawn. Alas, that would mean asking Elspeth to nap on the cold, damp ground, and to persevere when she might not have the fortitude. She had been so weary all day long, and he rather missed her fury, because at least it kept her awake—not that he minded her lying against his shoulder. He could easily grow accustomed to the curves of her body, and he had begun to daydream about what it might be like to have himself a wife—daydreams he’d not ever entertained despite alliances proposed. Hoping for a little persuasion, he told her now, “Well,” he explained. “I had hoped to ride as far as d’Lucy’s.”
She stiffened. “D’Lucy?”
“The Earl of Drakewich,” Malcom explained, wondering over her reaction. “But we’ll not make it that far this evening. Instead, we could call upon Amdel.”
Was it his imagination? Or did the girl seem to relax in his arms.
“Amdel?”
“The seat of William Beauchamp,” Malcom explained. “’Tis another thirty minutes northeast.” He didn’t bother to add that they were still skirting the same man’s land—the one he’d claimed to detest. But despite his mild dislike of the man, his reluctance to call upon that demesne had less to do with any personal feelings he might have for its lord, and more because of his sister.
“Is he perhaps loyal to Stephen?”
“Aye, lass, he is.”
Elspeth nodded and said, “But, of course.”
It was becoming clear to Malcom that she had no love for their king. Nevertheless, she left it at that, and said nothing more. Malcom did not press.
Alas, he wished he did not but could well understand her woes. There were still many people who feared Stephen would never be strong enough, or wise enough, to forge a lasting peace. Already they’d suffered more than a decade of war, and England was little closer to peace. If Robert of Gloucester hadn’t died, or if Matilda had more money in her coffers, or even if Duke Henry had won a victory at Wiltshire, they would still be trading blows.
And despite the strides they’d made in the right direction, there could still be war to come, for he’d heard say that Stephen’s own brother, the Bishop of Winchester, was busy courting Matilda—a fact that boded no good, because it was the Bishop who’d handed Stephen the treasury and no doubt, he could take it back as well—diminished though it might be after thirteen years of warfare. And perhaps this was as it should be if, indeed, Stephen meant to crown his son. No honorable man under Stephen’s banner trusted King Stephen’s only son. But that was neither here nor there. Until such time as Stephen abdicated, Malcom was sworn to serve the man.
Alas, for the moment, they could travel no farther. At long last, he hoped he could persuade Elspeth to reveal something of her plans. She must have intended to go somewhere when she fled. He had business in Scotia, but he would try as best he could to see her safely to her destination. “I suppose we should discuss how far north you mean to travel… unless you mean to go as far as I will go.”
ELSPETH FROWNED OVER THE QUESTION.
Sadly, she hadn’t any place to go. Blackwood was no longer the refuge of her kinsmen. London was her mother’s domain. And the priory was no longer a safe haven—if ever it had been. She wasn’t foolish enough to believe she could make it alone in a hostile land, but if she could, she would fly to Matilda.
Only now she realized that perhaps she and her sisters should have thought better of this plan before Elspeth fled the priory, with no more than the clothes on her back—not even her own at that. But if there was one blessing to be found, it was this: Wearing the layers of a man’s clothing, she didn’t feel so acutely aware of every muscle in Malcom’s body. Her thin, undyed wool gown would have spared her little, and, as it was, she was much too aware of every twitch.
Of course, at the time, anything—including death—had seemed better than finding herself wed to Cael d’Lucy. Now, however, her choices seemed limited, and, despite that it may have spared her some embarrassment in such close proximity, her choice of clothing seemed unfortunate, for how could she arrive at Amdel—or any place else—wearing men’s attire? Never in her life had she encountered any woman wearing men’s garb—not even her sister Matilda, who dared so much. Surely, it would raise suspicion. And what then? What if this lord of Amdel should demand to know from whence she’d come? What would Elspeth say? What would Malcom say?
And then, it occurred to Elspeth that they hadn’t ridden so far since he’d threatened to put her off his mount. “Is this the same lord you claimed to despise?”
He took a while to answer, but said, “Aye.”
Why? She wondered. Was he loyal to her sister? Could she dare to hope for such a stroke of good fortune? In such case, no matter how grateful she might be to Malcom for having abetted her escape, she would have to speak up and ask the man for sanctuary. She hoped that would be the case and she was glad now that she hadn’t disclosed more of her circumstances to Malcom. In her father’s house she’d been protected; under Stephen’s reign, she was mostly ignored; now that she was away from the priory, she must be so careful who she allowed too close. It was never far from her mind that women were put to the stake for less than what she and her sisters had done.
And yet, if, indeed, this lord of Amdel was a loyalist for her sister, would Malcom dare consider stopping for the evening? Wouldn’t he prefer that inn to an enemy’s abode? Or even a campfire out of sight?
Rhiannon, she begged. Help me, please.
Silence returned to her—an empty, weighted silence that fell like an anvil pressed against her ribs making it difficult to breathe and making her long to weep.
And sleep.
Why couldn’t she shake this languor? She was like a sleepy babe, content to while away the day in her mother’s arms, waking only when necessary.
Once again, she tried to read Malcom as her sister might have done, but his thoughts eluded her. It was just as well, because that type of connection could never be made without consequence. As it was, she was terrified he might discover who—and what—she was, and then everything could change with the snap of his fingers. The consequences could be far, far worse than merely being left alone to walk, and perhaps this was why she’d felt most comfortable with her ire?
Still considering his question, she remained tongue-tied—unsure how to respond. After all, what could possibly be her final destination?
After a long, long while—longer yet than she’d spent deliberating—he finally said, “If you wish it, I would give you sanctuary at Aldergh.”
Surprised by the offer, Elspeth drew in a breath. She turned in the saddle, attempting to meet Malcom’s sea-green eyes. “You would?”
He pulled at the reins, bringing Merry Bells to a halt. “Aye, lass. I can see you’re in need of succor and I would give it without question.”
Confused by his generosity, Elspeth said nothing. Already, she owed him so much, and she must find a way to repay him if she could.
In the blink of an eye, he slid down his horse, alighting on his feet, releasing the reins as he peered up at Elspeth, and for a long, tense moment, Elspeth was acutely aware that she could so easily fly away and leave him stranded—on this land belonging to that man he detested—just as he had threatened to do to her.
If she dared to do it, she would have his saddlebag for the effort, and no doubt a few coins as well. And perhaps then she would have enough to book passage to Rouen, where she’d heard her sister had gone, but Malcom had done naught to deserve any such treatment. So she could not do it.
But somehow, though she could not read his mind, he must have read hers. His bright green eyes glinted, though not with mirth. And nevertheless, he handed Elspeth the reins to his horse—only daring her to go. And furthermore, he turned his back on her, moving to his satchel.
Hie now, a little demon taunted. Go, now whilst you can. But this, too, was not Rhiannon. It was her own little demon clinging to her shoulder, trembling in fear.
Elspeth lapped at her lips gone dry. “You… you have been kind to me. Perhaps you could tell me… Malcom…” She peered down at Merry Bells’ reins in her hand. “Why would you embroil yourself in affairs not your own?”
She heard that he opened his satchel and felt his glance on her back as she fiddled with Merry Bells’ reins. “Because you asked for help and I would never shun a woman in need—but,” he said, in a voice that sounded quite stern, “I would have you ask for succor with your own two lips, rather than assume ’tis what you require.” He continued to rummage through his saddlebag and drew out something rather large, then came about and stood before Elspeth with a ruby-red cloak in his hands. “A wise man once told me ’tis wiser to ask than to suppose.”
“What man?”
“My Da,” he said and offered her the cloak.
For a befuddled instant, Elspeth was torn, still considering snapping the reins and ordering the horse to bolt, but then he thrust the cloak at her, and she dropped the reins and took his offering, only briefly meeting his gaze. “Tis a… fine… cloak,” she said, squeezing the material. “Fit for a king.” It was, in truth, more splendid than any cloak she’d ever seen, and she wondered if even Matilda, as the widow of a Holy Roman Emperor, had ever owned something so fine.
Ersinius did not, and he lined his coffers with all the gifts he received. So, then, who was this northern lord who could afford such finery?
“It belonged to my grandsire,” he said, as though he’d read Elspeth’s mind. But she knew he could not, because she would have felt him prying—just as Merry Bells had felt her.
“He must have been a wealthy man,” she said.
“So he was, but wealth alone is not the full measure of prosperity.”
She nodded agreement and smiled. “More wise words from your Da?”
The color in his cheeks heightened. “Nay, lass, those are mine.”
Now, it was Elspeth’s turn to chuckle, but his next words silenced her.
“Would you ask me for succor, Elspeth?”
He was staring at her now, arms crossed, and a shrewd look in his eyes that made Elspeth think he expected some favor for his “succor.” But of course—had any man ever done aught for a woman simply because? She folded her hands into the rich fur of his cloak, warming them against the cool air, reluctant to throw the garment over her shoulders—not until she knew precisely what he would have from her. “And you have conditions, of course?”
“Of course.”
Elspeth looked at him crossly, instantly regretting not having taken his horse and fled. “Well?”
Without a word, Malcom reached up, putting both hands into the air in supplication, asking her to willingly dismount. Trust me, she thought she heard him say, though his lips never moved. But that was preposterous. There was no way this man—this Scots—could have any knowledge or skill for the hud. And yet, wasn’t it true that her grandmamau had said all men and women had some ability to harness the hud. Regardless, much as his horse must have felt when Elspeth summoned her back in the forest in Wales, his arms held the same ability to coerce her. Hating herself for acquiescing, she fell into Malcom’s embrace, allowing him to pull her down and put her feet on the ground. Alas, she didn’t expect to find her legs so unsteady, and she wavered, tumbling into his embrace. “I beg pardon,” she said.
“You have sea legs,” he teased.
Elspeth held on to him, embarrassed. “I have never been to sea,” she confessed.
Only once after she was steady, he released her and confessed, “Neither have I.” The confession wrangled a smile from Elspeth, although it vanished the instant he reminded her, “As to my condition…” He looked at her soberly. “If I am to put my neck at risk of the gallows, I must know from whom you flee.”
Without realizing she’d held her breath, Elspeth exhaled in relief and said with surprise, “Is that all?”
“Truth is the only payment I require,” he said, lifting a brow. “Unless you have something else of value you wish to trade?”
Elspeth blushed hotly as he released her and moved back again, to his saddlebag, drawing out a smaller length of cloth, and tossing it over his shoulder. He sauntered past, grabbing Merry Bells’ reins and started to walk away, leaving Elspeth to follow. “There’s a stream nearby,” he said. “If ’tis your wish, you may refresh yourself. When you are ready, we’ll call upon Amdel. There is a woman there who would give you aught you need.”
Woman?
What woman?
Curious now, Elspeth rushed after him, frowning, but this time, it wasn’t precisely annoyance that turned her lips. She watched Malcom walk away, and suddenly had a thousand questions rushing to her lips—evidently, quite some more than he had for her, even after having warned her that he expected her candor.
“Be sure to use the cloak,” he said. “And when you have a moment, turn the tunic inside out. Or everyone will know you are from Llanthony. I dinna care overmuch though it seems to me you do.”
Elspeth stopped in her tracks, startled.



Chapter
Nine

“How?” she sputtered. “How did you know I am from Llanthony?”
Malcom didn’t turn to look at her, because he was still sore over the fact that she’d considered breaking faith with him—again—even after he’d proven such a willingness to help.
“Ach, lass, it takes no seer to reckon you stole your guard’s clothes.”
“Though why Llanthony?” she persisted, sounding befuddled—as though the mysteries of life were hers alone to decipher. “’Tis not a women’s cloister.”
“The cross on your tunic,” Malcom explained. “Llanthony happens to be the only monastery for leagues, save for Abbey Dore, but Llanthony is closer. And, since, as you say, ’tis not a women’s cloister, it would make an ideal place to hide a woman who’s otherwise not meant to be found.”
“I see,” she said, sounding nonplussed.
Surmising he must be correct, based on the tone of her voice, Malcom continued. “As to the matter of your clothing… I dinna ken too many lassies who don men’s attire and perch themselves in trees. Therefore, you must have been hiding. And since you were so ready to risk life and limb to steal my horse, it stood to reason you must be running away. ’Tis but a matter of deduction.”
Elspeth fell silent too long, and Malcom glanced over his shoulder to find her standing still, wringing her hands through his grandfather’s cloak, her brow furrowed, deep in thought.
“Am I right?” he pressed.
She started after him. “Tis much more complicated than that,” she said. “But, aye.” She sounded wounded by the next thing she asked. “And would you truly have taken my life merely for stealing your horse?”
Malcom shrugged.
“Even after discovering I am a woman?”
Malcom shrugged again. “I have dismembered wee boys for less,” he confessed, though it wasn’t entirely true. He’d merely meant to frighten one of his fostered boys after he stole another fellow’s dagger. And, having compelled the lad to put a hand on the table so Malcom could exact his “justice,” Malcom fully intended to miss, but the boy moved his hand. Alwin lost two fingers that day, but he never again stole from his fellows, and thereafter, he’d learned to swing an axe with far deadlier results than most of Malcom’s seasoned men-at-arms. These days, Alwin was far more to him than just a man at arms. He was Malcom’s steward, and Malcom trusted him with the keys to his house.
“Why freshen before calling?” Elspeth inquired, and the question rankled Malcom more than it should. In truth, it irritated him that she would presume to ask for details when she was so unwilling to provide any of her own. “I should think our host would be pleased enough to provide the courtesy of a bowl of water with vin aigre.”
Malcom would prefer washing in an ice-cold stream over a bowl laced with soured wine. But he didn’t respond, and he kept on walking, the morning’s good humor entirely diminished—even despite their recent truce.
And to make matters worse, his shoulder was hurting, and the wound was bound to raise questions. This was the primary reason he preferred to wash himself before facing Beauchamp. And yet it was not the only reason, and neither was it any of her concern that merely by virtue of the fact that he would arrive bearing a female guest, he would be forced now to declare one way or another for Beauchamp’s sister. Once he denied the girl, Beauchamp was bound to be angered, and he was as shrewd as he was dishonest. If Beauchamp sensed a means to profit from Malcom’s misfortune, he would surely do so. Were Malcom alone, as he was meant to be, he would have taken respite here in the woods, and left Beauchamp to wait for an answer. But that was no longer an option. It was either call upon Amdel or take Elspeth to that inn, and Malcom had only stepped into that hellhole but once—and that was one too many times. He’d known more than a few men who’d claimed they’d meant to shelter at Darkwood en route from court, and curiously, knew at least two who were never heard from again—not barons or earls, merely vassals whose horses and purses were fat enough to make them worth the while of burgling, but who might not be so quickly missed.
However, if not Amdel or the inn, Elspeth would be forced to sleep on the hard, cold ground—right next to him, because he hadn’t but one blanket. And so much as he believed he could enjoy the last of these options, he was equally certain Elspeth would not. She was no nun, so she claimed, but she was also no camp follower, and there was something about the lass, despite her current manner of dress, that made him feel she was gentle-born.
Nevertheless, after all that was said and done, he was also quite livid she had judged him and found him unworthy of her trust. Malcom was honor-bound to help the girl, but he couldn’t help her if she refused to divulge the details of her circumstances. And regardless of his reputation, he had no intention of torturing a woman to compel the truth from her, and so, his only option was to allow her to confide in him, of her own accord, which was proving far easier said than done.
Unfortunately, Malcom had a growing sense that he had embroiled himself in something larger than he’d first supposed, and the longer she kept silent, the greater his foreboding.
And far and above all the day’s happenings, he had his own troubles to contend with. Either his sire was ill—near to death, so the missive had said—or he wasn’t ill at all, and there was something significant afoot, something portentous enough that they would summon a known king’s man from a commission in Wales and put his entire demesne at risk. And this was yet another reason he did not relish the thought of facing Beauchamp: He was a damned poor liar, despite his duties for the king. He was struggling to form a plausible story—and she would thank him for his consideration by stealing his horse. God’s blood, he didn’t wish to be angry now that he had begun to wrest a few smiles from the lass, but there it was. And here they were.
As they slipped through the brush, Elspeth followed quietly behind him, although Malcom sensed she had a hundred questions perched on the tip of her tongue.
Malcom tossed his towel over a tree branch, then proceeded to peel off his coif, thereby revealing the damage to his hauberk beneath the shoulder mantle.
Refusing to look at Elspeth, he settled the armor into a dingy pile of ringed metal and inspected the damage to his hauberk.
The blood was mostly gone, with a bit of it crusted here and there. Nevertheless, he was in a good deal more pain now, and he wished he’d seen to the wound sooner, with or without his squire. Indeed, he had meant to stop as soon as he could commit himself to the considerable time and effort it would take to divest himself properly. But he hadn’t counted on meeting Elspeth—or her need to escape. He cast her a glance now, and found her watching him with wide, curious eyes.
“You’re injured,” she said softly, surprised, and Malcom nodded, acknowledging the truth of that matter.
He was grateful now that he’d opted in favor of his old hauberk. Much to the armorer’s dismay, he’d chosen not to wear the new arming doublet, with the fancy chainmail gussets sewn into the vest and the sigil of his house emblazoned on the front. As handsome as it might be, and easy as it might have been for travel, he would have incurred a far more serious wound had he been wearing the doublet. For all its weight and discomfort, there was something to be said for old-fashioned ingenuity. But the hauberk was ruined now and in need of repairs. His jerkin was also pierced all the way through, attesting to the force and speed of the missile. And the sherte itself was rent.
He sighed. As much as it galled him to have been left to defend himself, he was glad for the fact that his squire fled whilst he could. Malcom hoped Daw found himself refuge, and whatever ill humor he’d borne over the man’s desertion, he was over it now. The lad was young—perhaps too young to have taken him into battle. And so much for thinking the embattled Welsh would prove to be easier foes. It was inconceivable that Stephen should ever hope to subjugate those people.
He cast another glance at Elspeth. He could manage on his own, if he must, but the hauberk was heavy and unwieldy. With a sigh, he moved to lift it up by the hem, finding that his arm ached. “Wouldst ye, please?” he asked her.
“Oh, yes!” she said, and at once, she tossed his grandfather’s cloak over the same branch where he’d hung his towel and rushed to aid him.
Gratitude tempered Malcom’s ire as he sank to his knees before her, allowing her the height she would need to negotiate the armor.
“I am so sorry,” she said.
Malcom arched a brow. “For what, precisely?”
“For the wound…”
His brogue was thicker now that he was weary. “If ye dinna shoot me, lass, ye ha’e naught to be sorry for.” What he wanted her to be sorry for was her stubborn silence and her readiness to flee. And then he wondered aloud, “Ye dinna shoot me, di’ ye?”
“Oh, nay! I would never… and still…” Her gaze met his briefly, before bearing up the hauberk, and Malcom could never have anticipated the thoughts that assailed him as she prepared to undress him. His blood simmered over the look of concern in her bonny blue eyes. God help him. For too damned long he’d yearned for a proper home—a gentle woman who might see to his needs… and more… someone who would greet him with warm spiced mead and sweet, gentle kisses—someone who might soothe his soul, if not his body. Elspeth was not his intended, nor was this his bed chamber, but he swallowed convulsively, because, far from leaving him cold, her proximity stirred a fire in his blood that Malcom couldn’t deny. She shifted to give herself leverage, gingerly pressing her knee against the side of his chest and the warmth of her thigh made him instantly hard. For but an instant, a vision appeared before his eyes, and he saw they were not surrounded by trees or a gurgling brook, but by a warm, crackling brazier and a fine curtained bed… He saw her face much as it was now, but her lips were bruised by his kisses, and her cheeks were flushed with desire. She was naked and unashamed, her skin lit copper by the fire burning in the brazier, and her breasts were bounteous enough to fill the palms of his hands.
He blinked and saw her straddle him with a smooth-skinned thigh, pushing him down on the bed with a splayed hand, then climb atop him with a siren’s smile.
Elspeth gasped, startled—as though she too had shared the vision—and remembering herself, she tugged up the hauberk over Malcom’s head, scraping his nose during the process, successfully shifting his focus from one aching appendage to another.
The instant he was free of the hauberk, Elspeth stepped back, and Malcom avoided her gaze as he shrugged free of the leather jerkin, and then the long-sleeved cloth sherte he wore beneath, inspecting each in turn. All the while, Elspeth stood, watching.
When finally he dared to look at her and her eyes fell on his wound, he watched the play of emotions that crossed her features. Sorrow—for his injury? Confusion—why? And something else… something Malcom daren’t acknowledge. Desire. It was as though she too had borne the vision, and it was an excruciating long moment whilst they stood, staring into one another’s eyes.
Finally, she said, “Why did you not tell me you were injured?”
Malcom peered through his lashes. “When would have been a good time? Whilst we were fleeing your captors? Or whilst you were sleeping and snoring?”
A rosy flush crept into her cheeks, but she let his jibe pass. “We have long since departed Wales,” she said. “And still… you said naught.”
He answered peevishly, “I suppose you are not the only one who likes to keep secrets.”
She averted her gaze. “But… it was stupid. You could take a fever.”
“I am fine,” Malcom assured as he rose from his knees to retrieve his washrag.
He went to the brook to dip the cloth, and perhaps realizing what he meant to do, Elspeth rushed forward to take it from his hands. “Sit,” she demanded. “I can do it better.”
Lifting his brow, Malcom did as she bade him. He found and sat on a nearby log and waited whilst Elspeth dipped the towel into the burn, then wrung it free of excess moisture. Alas, whilst he appreciated the effort, it didn’t do much to cool his ardor.
“Who did this to you?”
“I would presume one of your Welsh compatriots.” He lifted his brow. “Perhaps Rhys ap Hywel or Owain Gwynedd or mayhap Madog ap Maredudd…”
Elspeth said nothing, but her brows twitched, and Malcom instantly regretted trying to bait her. To make up for it, he meant to set her mind at ease. “I know I offered, lass… but dinna worry… if ye dinna wish to travel all the way to Aldergh, I ken. We are not willing companions and, clearly, ye dinna trust me.”
“BUT… I
DO TRUST YOU,” Elspeth said, surprised to discover how much she meant it. And yet, why she should trust any man was a mystery as perfect as the Virgin Birth.
Evidently, Malcom would have her reveal everything, but he evidently had no intention of returning the favor. What did she know of him, after all? Naught more than the fact that he was a northern lord, sworn to her cousin. And once again, she’d found him prying.
Naturally, she held her tongue, unwilling to share more than she’d already revealed. Trust went only so far.
It would never serve Elspeth to confess that she was a daughter of the late king.
And it would serve her even less to disclose her relation to Morwen—even if he did not personally know her mother. Of course, Morwen would be discreet, but if anyone had ever spent any good time in Stephen’s court, they would certainly have encountered her mother. She was not so easily overlooked. Whether or not she’d ever meant to heed the queen’s warning, she would never be so bold—or so stupid—as to make her counsel to the king so widely known. She would, in truth, be discreet, if for no other reason, because she wouldn’t wish to remind anyone who she was—a daughter of Avalon.
She realized she must make a decision soon—to seek sanctuary at Amdel or continue on to Aldergh, and if she sought sanctuary with Malcom, she would be forced to confess. But at the moment, she was leaning toward Amdel. Even if Beauchamp was loyal to Stephen, perhaps he could still be a reluctant vassal. Malcom was not. Quite obviously. But there were many, many barons who were. Shortly after her father’s death, Stephen had divested his enemies. And now, so many of her father’s barons found themselves dispossessed, sheltering amidst Matilda’s Norman holdings and living off the good graces of a Would-be Queen. Elspeth would hardly be surprised to learn that, in order to protect their holdings, many of the old guard were simply biding their time, remaining quietly loyal to her sister, waiting for the opportunity to renounce their vows.
Forsooth, even the king’s own brother, the Bishop of Winchester, was waffling. Elspeth knew this only because the Bishop had come to Llanthony a few weeks past, counseling with Ersinius. Elspeth overheard their conversation in the garden.
Elspeth’s good sense told her that Malcom might not love his king, per se, but his loyalty would never be in question—and even so, she sensed a darkness in him… an aura of fury that burned hotter when he spoke of his fealty to Stephen. There was something about his vows to Stephen that gave him grief. But, alas, his was a confusing mix of emotions, and Elspeth wished, not for the first time, that she had her sister’s skill to read his thoughts. It might give her a clue as to what she should do… beg for help from the lord of Amdel… or trust Malcom to see her through.
Sad to say, she only knew what she wanted to do… and this made too little sense.
In truth, she had begun to think of Malcom as her champion, reluctant or nay. And now, after that vision they’d shared… she feared he could be something more.
Goddess save her, she would never again be able to look at him without seeing the bare-chested image of a man with heavy-lidded eyes leaning back on one elbow, watching her, with smoky blue eyes that glinted by firelight, and sun-kissed hair that curled about his face.
“For what it’s worth,” he said, his tone less curt, “if you ask it of me, Elspeth, I will speak to the lord of Amdel on your behalf. However… I should impress upon you to consider this very carefully as I mistrust that man.”
Elspeth wiped carefully at his wound. “So you have said… but has he done aught to incur your ill-will?”
“Not to me,” he said cryptically.
“To someone you care for?”
“Not precisely.”
“Why then should you detest the man?”
He eyed her pointedly. “Have you never simply had a feeling? A sense of something you cannot name? You can’t see it… you can’t smell or touch it… but you know in your heart it simply is?”
Elspeth averted her gaze. Of course she had. She was having one now—with him. This, after all, was the essence of the hud, and some people knew how to sense things more deeply. She bit her lip as she cleaned Malcom’s wound, considering the “feeling” he had but couldn’t name. And in the midst of these thoughts, she had another far more startling thought: She could dare to be happy with a man like Malcom. Couldn’t she?
Wincing over the torn, raw flesh, she parted the damaged skin to peer closer at the wound, making certain there was no detritus remaining. To his credit, Malcom did not complain, allowing her to do as she would. “We are but hours away from Drakewich,” he persisted. “I would warrant d’Lucy would serve you better.”
Elspeth studiously avoided his gaze, not wanting him to see how much it discomfited her to hear that name, even despite that she knew this lord of Drakewich was not the same d’Lucy who’d been awarded their beloved estate. She also realized that sharing the same blood did not mean those two men shared the same heart. There were many families torn asunder by Stephen’s tumultuous reign—including her own. At long last, realizing that Malcom must be expecting an answer, she said, “Thank you.” But, clearly, that wasn’t the answer he sought, and he must have realized she was being evasive. After that, the silence between them lengthened, until it grew uncomfortable.
Leave it be, Elspeth. There were more urgent matters to tend to anyway. His wound was festering, and she marveled that he could have ridden all this way without so much as a complaint.
Considering her own foul temper, all day long, she felt abashed. He’d had far more reason to grouse than she did, and he never did once.
In fact, most of the time he’d answered her own complaining with good humor, and for all his poor judgment in sovereigns, he seemed to be a decent man. Realizing he needed intervention, she stared at his wound, hesitating….
She could heal him now if she chose to… and she did wish to. But the last thing she meant to do was to reveal herself this way. She could see it now—the marvel in his eyes when the wound closed before his eyes, and then afterward, once clarity returned, and the wonder and gratitude subsided, he would revile her, calling her a witch and a devil.
A thousand lifetimes might pass, and Elspeth would never forget the way those people had treated her grandmamau, tossing stones to bash her head, even as the flames had engulfed her.
Tears pricked at her eyes, and she pushed the image away, focusing on Malcom’s wound. Pressing the blood-soaked cloth against his skin, she considered what Seren might do…
Her sister had a true gift for healing. Elspeth now found herself lamenting the fact that she’d not learned more of her skills—as well as her temperament. Her middle sister was far more even tempered than she was. Indeed, she could have been their father’s favorite, save for the simple fact that she had not yet grown into her wit and beauty before Henry’s death. As often as her father had lamented Matilda and Elspeth could not exchange places, he would have found himself bemoaning it all the more with Seren. Matilda was too willful, he’d so often said—and once, when Elspeth was ten, she’d witnessed her father’s fury over Matilda’s bad temper. Cursing the day his eldest daughter was begot, he’d hurled his crown after her departure.
“Don’t be like her,” he’d said once she was gone.
But, as was the case with all her sisters, Elspeth found she could not help but admire her eldest, who, by the age of twelve had already wed a holy Roman emperor, and who, at three and twenty, had stood before their haughty sire, unyielding in her resolve. Any lesser woman would never challenge Henry’s barons.
And, yet, make no mistake, her father had fully intended to install Matilda on his throne, for inasmuch as he’d loathed the fact that she could be so headstrong, he’d also said she was the only one of his children who was strong enough to keep his peace. As far as Elspeth was concerned, Henry would no more have abdicated his crown to his lying nephew than he would have crowned a bastard son he’d loved so well—not whilst he had a legitimate heir to pass the realm to.
So then, her cousin was a liar. For all those years she’d spent at court, he’d been a boot licker, bowing to every word her father said. “Yes, your grace, no, your grace.” And then, behind Henry’s back, he’d worked his wiles the same way Morwen did. There was little wonder those two were close.
In truth, Elspeth suspected they’d been in cahoots from the beginning, and if that were true, her mother might also be responsible for her father’s death. After all, it was Morwen who’d introduced Henry to those eels, and it was she, as his mistress, not his wife, Adeliza of Louvain, who’d been with him on the day he’d died. If it be the last thing Elspeth did, she intended to discover what treachery befell her father… and perhaps not today, or tomorrow, but someday, her sister would return to England, and she would not stop until she wore their father’s crown.
In the meantime, Elspeth’s loyalties must remain absolute. She didn’t know how or when, but she fully intended to join her sister’s crusade, and considering that—and the fact that she would be remiss to reveal herself and take any chance of failing Matilda—she continued to clean Malcom’s wound, wiping away the last traces of blood and grime.
So, nay, she decided. She would not heal him now. First, she would advise him to cauterize it. “You are fortunate,” she said, after a while. “The wound is deep, and it festers a bit, but it will heal. I would put a hot blade to it as soon as you can.”
He sought her gaze, his blue-green eyes gleaming. “We haven’t any fire,” he said. “I did not mean to kindle one… not if we intend to call upon Amdel…”
It was a question, Elspeth realized.
Evidently, he was leaving the decision up to her. If she wished for him to seek refuge there, he would do so. She handed him back the towel, but she did not mean to say what she said next. “Kindle a fire. I will help you cauterize your wound.”



Chapter
Ten

There was a wealth of meaning in the look they shared. Malcom took the blood-soaked rag from Elspeth’s hands, grateful for her ministrations. “Art certain, lass?”
She shook her head, but said, “Aye.” And despite the mixed message, Malcom wouldn’t argue. He no more wished to call upon Amdel than he cared to lick Beauchamp’s arse.
“A fire it is,” he said. Let it be done. He would build a fire, here on chartered lands, and leave his business with Beauchamp for another day—that suited him fine.
And nevertheless, although he was relieved by Elspeth’s choice, some part of him mistrusted her reason why. Already, she’d attempted to steal his horse, not once, but twice; he could but surmise she meant to try again. And regardless, he would take that any day over sharing a cup of gritty vin with Beauchamp.
For the sake of modesty, he rose and put on his gambeson, intending to wash the sherte in the burn—just in case Elspeth changed her mind. If later he were forced to face Beauchamp, he’d prefer to be wearing a wet, clean sherte, over one stained with his own blood.
“Art hungry?”
“What about your wound?”
“Not now.”
She frowned at him, and more than ever, Malcom wanted to ask: Who was she, and why was she so reluctant to confess anything to him? Why now had she decided to avoid Amdel?
However, for the moment, until he knew what she intended, he didn’t want her anywhere near his bare flesh with a hot blade. God’s truth, no matter his opinion of Beauchamp, he didn’t know very many ladies who’d give up the chance for a bath and a change of clothes—particularly since her manner of dress did not suit her. The breeches were far too tight, and the tunic was overlarge, and she’d fidgeted uncomfortably all-day long. Perhaps she’d taken his warning about Beauchamp to heart, but then again, what did he know? She might easily have more to lose than he did by allowing herself to be discovered by someone like Beauchamp. He sighed, and considering the answers to these questions, Malcom chose a spot to construct the fire—a location well concealed from prying eyes. So far, it boded well enough that Beauchamp’s men had yet to confront them, and it was growing late enough to hide the smoke from their fire.
Once the flames were burning evenly, he hobbled Merry near the burn, where she could graze and drink freely, and then he left his strange new troupe to hunt for supper.
It didn’t take long to find suitable fare. He settled on a small hare, but immediately rued the decision to make camp so close to Amdel. Certainly, it wasn’t anything so significant as deer, but it was nevertheless game belonging to the crown. He had been very careful to travel outside Beauchamp’s parklands. Strictly speaking, these lands were part of Henry’s charter, but Malcom realized very well that it wouldn’t prevent Beauchamp from assuming the role of an injured party, as he had with d’Lucy—and he might do so if Malcom were forced to repudiate his sister. As reluctant as the man was to part with his little sister, he seemed greedy for an alliance. But Malcom wouldn’t fool himself over the reason why. Beauchamp couldn’t give a damn about Malcom per se; he was far more interested in allying with a member of Stephen’s Rex Militum—an elite division of the King’s guard tasked with securing the king’s justice. Any member might have served him well enough, but to his utter displeasure, most of them had far greater influence than Malcom. They would have too many options at their disposal to bother allying with a baron, whose favor remained in question.
But rather fortunately for Malcom, Stephen’s heart was not in the enforcement of Henry’s charter. It was just that since he’d abandoned his post in Wales, he worried Beauchamp would take the matter to Stephen, and if he did so, Malcom might be forced to answer for far more than poaching. His assignment in Wales was left incomplete, and Stephen might even be annoyed enough to enforce Henry’s Forest Law to its fullest degree. He was proving quite good at redirecting his displeasure. What was more, if Stephen should ask why Malcom had left his post… well, he was, indeed, a poor liar. If, in truth, the summons to Scotia was a ruse, Malcom stood to lose everything he’d worked for over the past eleven years. All his many sacrifices would come to naught.
He exhaled wearily, for at times like these, he so much lamented his fealty to England. Life in Scotia had been much simpler. And nevertheless, shoving the past out of his head, he wondered again who might sequester a lovely lass—and four sisters—in a remote priory in the Black Mountains of Wales. And, furthermore, why did she take such a fright every time he mentioned d’Lucy’s name?
In truth, Malcom couldn’t imagine anyone, save a loyalist to the Empress, who might take offense to the Graeham d’Lucy. Graeham’s brother was another matter entirely. Blaec, like his cousin Cael, inspired fear, and Malcom himself wouldn’t relish meeting either of those two fellows on a battlefield. However, Blaec was a second son and had nothing to offer a woman of substance. Cael, on the other hand, was in a position to benefit from a well-placed alliance. For his service to Stephen, he was recently awarded a Marcher demesne. But while Cael was hardly a man to be trifled with, Malcom did not believe him so villainous as to merit the fear he sensed in Elspeth.
But the more he thought about it, the more sense it made that Stephen would offer Cael a high-born wife to substantiate his claim so deep in the Marches. So if Elspeth was offered to Blackwood—why? Who was she? And more importantly: God save Malcom, because Blackwood was the last man in the realm he would have liked to have had as an enemy.
Brooding over the possibilities, he returned to camp to clean and dress the hare, relieved to find that everyone remained.
Tossing down the cony on a stump near his pit, he sat, drawing the blade from his boot, taking note of what everyone else was doing. Merry Bells was still hobbled by the burn. Elspeth had evidently taken it upon herself to wash his sherte and hang it to dry. And, then, having discovered the bedroll behind his saddlebag, she’d untied it and laid it down near the firepit. And furthermore, she’d taken to heart his advice about her tunic. Whilst Malcom was gone, she’d turned the garment inside out. Right now, she sat on his blanket, inspecting the damage to his hauberk.
“I don’t suppose you have extra rings?” she asked after Malcom was seated, careful not to meet or hold his gaze.
“Nay, lass,” he said. “I do not.”
And still, she fiddled with the hauberk, while Malcom threw himself into the task of cleaning the hare, cutting the skin at the back of the cony’s neck, then, holding the carcass by the back of its legs, and gathering the soft skin to tear it off—like his father taught him.
It was at times like these he felt closest to his Da, remembering the times they’d gone hunting and fishing together. He missed those days, more than he cared to admit.
As for Elspeth, he was pleased to see she had skill at tending fires, because the one he’d built was burning stronger now, and was trimmed with fieldstones. Putting lie to his previous summations about her, that was not what he would have anticipated from a highborn lady.
Now, once again, as he watched her fiddle with his hauberk, examining the small links, he suffered the same thoughts he’d had earlier, and an altogether different and more potent heat stirred his loins. Bedamned. There was something entirely too intimate about their time here together, putting thoughts into his head he shouldn’t be having. For the moment, she was his ward, but that would change the instant she decided to open her mouth and tell him what he needed to know.
“It can be repaired,” she said, offhand, and the sight of her trying to mend his accoutrements hardened him fully for the second time in the span of a single day—a state of arousal he’d enjoyed less and less over the past years. Lifting a leg to hide the evidence, Malcom leaned an arm atop his knee, and settled into the task of skinning the cony, hoping it would cool his ardor.
“Easier said than done,” he said, trying not to notice the provocative way her tunic rode up her thighs, revealing her too-tight breeches.
Bluidy hell. He might armor elsewhere, if she should happen to notice he’d formed a tent in his breeches. Sighing again, he tugged at the skin of the cony, trying not to notice the delicate way she was fingering the small loops of his mail. And, perhaps, he took out some of his frustrations on the cony, lopping off the animal’s feet, and then its head. He proceeded to gut it, the task effectively cooling his ardor. And nevertheless, whilst he worked, he came very aware that Elspeth had stopped what she was doing and now she was watching him intently. Glancing up to find her mouth twisted with disgust, he lifted the bare-bodied cony. “Hungry?” he teased.
She shook her head, but Malcom knew it to be a lie. Her stomach gurgled nearly as loudly as the brook, and he chuckled. “I presume you’ve never killed or cleaned your own dinner before?”
Casting the hauberk aside, she abandoned the puzzle of his sherte, and said, “Nay.”
“I promise it will look more appetizing after I’m done.”
Her hand went to her belly. “I might never forget the sight of it now.”
Malcom worked quickly, realizing the process unsettled her.
“My sisters and I… we… I… never… well… what I mean to say is we were more familiar with gruel than we ever were with… that.”
“Cony?”
“Aye.”
“More’s the pity,” Malcom said with a wink, thinking about the stews auld Glenna had prepared for him back home. Like his mother, she could whip up a fine kettle with anything she was given.
OF COURSE, it wasn’t as though Elspeth hadn’t sometimes wished to kill a hare or two—particularly when they munched on her garden. But that was disgusting.
Up until now, they’d traveled over much of the day without ever stopping for respite, and she realized only belatedly how hungry and thirsty she was. But, to be sure, she thought his choice of food rather crude. Whilst she and her sisters ate whatever was put in front of them at the priory, their meals had rarely consisted of animal flesh. If there be one true sin, it would be the unnecessary taking of a life, and therefore, where it concerned a body’s sustenance, it was well enough to harvest what could be wrought from the earth—mostly tended by their own hands.
Betimes they’d foraged for berries, ate bread and cheese, and rarely a bit of fish. After all, some flesh could not be avoided with the monks in such a proud state over their new hatchery. They’d also kept hens, and these were mostly raised for eggs, and goats for milk. But whilst Elspeth was no stranger to the butchering of animals for sustenance, this was not something she had ever become familiar with until she’d spent time in her father’s court.
Her father’s tables had been replete with flesh—great sows still bearing sad heads, pheasants posed as though they could still take flight. Long stretches of intestines were filled with crushed organs, betimes blood staining the trenchers they ate from. It always made Elspeth sad to see all that carnage, but that’s where Morwen probably developed her taste for blood.
But, indeed, she was hungry. And since Elspeth was not the one who’d killed the poor beast, she wouldn’t turn it away, and neither should it go to waste. It was one thing to be the one to kill it, another thing to eat it, she supposed. And neither was it a sin to kill sparingly for food—so long as one gave atonement and thanks and took no more than was necessary. After all, theirs was not a religion, and contrary to what folks might believe, neither did they worship demons.
In fact, her grandmamau had taught her that all gods were one god, born of the same Great Mother, from whose womb sprung the world itself.
For that matter, Taliesin’s works had been well aligned with Holy church, and, in his day, his counsel had been sought after by the Holy Roman Emperor himself.
Their priests and priestesses were not unlike Christian priests, who in their hearts and minds were merely closer to God. Indeed, Elspeth might even call herself a Christian, save for the way they’d treated her and her sisters at the priory. And yet, despite this, she followed many of the tenets of Holy Church, because the teachings were scarcely different from the teachings of the Goddess—and the one most profound was: Do good, harm none.
The darker arts were something else entirely. In the performance of hud du, some of those spells were cast with sacrificial magic, which in itself was a blasphemy to the Goddess—and perhaps this was why the eating of flesh was discouraged.
She watched Malcom pull off the cony’s fur and averted her gaze, unable to stomach so much blood, and feeling flush, she lifted the back of her hand to her cheek.
So much for worrying that Malcom would take a fever; she was the one who was warm! And not for the least of reasons, he was seated there before her, despite the cool evening, wearing only a sleeveless gambeson over a tight pair of breeches. For all that she could see, he might as well be nude.
She tried not to notice, but his muscles were wickedly sinuous, tightening and twitching all the while he worked his ornate little dagger over the hare. Merely the sight of it was enough to leave her face burning as hot as the coals in his pit—and perspiring despite the coolness of the air.
Much as it had been this morn, his aura was a pale orange, with hints of silver. All living, and even non-living entities, radiated colors that revealed more than words alone could say. Whilst the most prominent color in Malcom’s aura remained orange, and this revealed a generally kind-heart and honest nature, it could also mean that betimes he was quick to lose his temper. He could be passionate in all things, and whatever he set his heart to, that’s where it would remain unto death.
Fortunately, Elspeth hadn’t noticed any trace of black in his aura, and, no doubt, this was why she’d felt so at ease to goad him. Everyone had a thin, dark vein now and again, but she knew to be wary if it was present all the time. Ersinius’ was perpetually black, though she didn’t need to read auras to know that to be the case. His actions spoke for themselves.
As she sat watching Malcom work, she was chagrined to see that a deep red began to rise. This was the color of desire. He desires me, she realized. And more to the point: She desired him. How this was possible after such a short time, Elspeth didn’t know, because she had never in her life experienced any such connection. And yet whatever it was that called to her—perhaps their shared vision—she felt a stirring in her belly like the fluttering of butterfly wings and a prick in her nipples that made her long to suckle his babes. Thankfully, he could not read her as she could read him.
Her gaze moved to his lips, and she flushed, averting her gaze. “So… how far is Aldergh?” she asked casually, hoping to occupy her mind with something other than desire and form.
“Far,” he replied. “I would not blame you if you chose not to come.”
Elspeth nodded, casting him a quick glance. At the moment, he wasn’t even looking at her, and for some reason, his quickness to dismiss her as a traveling companion, pricked at her self-esteem. Mayhap, in truth, he did not desire her after all?
“In case you’ve not noticed, my lord, I’ve no need of coddling. I am quite capable of traveling over long distances. And, indeed, were I so opposed to privation, I would have insisted we call upon Amdel.” Her tone very clearly revealed her displeasure.
“Fair enough,” he said, peering up from the naked hare he was skewering on a long, sharp stick. “So… what you’re saying is… you prefer the long trek to Aldergh… with more fare like this…” He lifted his hare. “Rather than seek refuge with d’Lucy?”
“Well…” Elspeth frowned. Put like that, it didn’t sound so appealing. However, far less appealing was the possibility of discovering herself at the mercy of another of Stephen’s minions—not that they should be any worse than Malcom, though she suspected they were. “Aye,” she confessed. “I suppose that would be true.”
He nodded, then winked, and Elspeth’s heart fluttered yet again, and her face burned hotter. Thankfully, he didn’t seem to notice.
He set down his butchered hare, turning his attention to the construction of a simple roaster, burying two sturdy, but straight little saplings on either side of his pit. Once those were firmly planted, he hung the skewered rabbit onto the newly formed spit, and once the rabbit began to cook, she found the scent of roasting meat made her mouth water. Her belly grumbled as well, and she settled it with a touch as Malcom leaned back on an elbow to watch his fire burn. Every once in a while, he reached over to turn the spit. And by the by, he had yet to even thank her for trimming his fire, as all responsible people should do—unless, of course, it was his intent to burn down these sacred woodlands. “So, won’t you tell me… how came a Scots man to be an English earl?”
He flicked her a glance, and once more reached over to turn his poor little scorched beast. “Aldergh belonged to my grandsire,” he said. “It passed to me once he died.”
“Oh,” she said. But now she was curious. “How did he die?”
“How do most dishonorable men meet their end?”
“Oh,” she said again, nonplussed by the answer. “I am sorry.” Thereafter, the silence grew thick between them, until the crackling of the fire sounded too loud. She heard insects chirping, and even the distant gurgling of the brook. “I take it he had no sons?” Elspeth pressed after a while.
Malcom shook his head. “Only a daughter… my mother.”
Elspeth furrowed her brow. “She did not want her bequest?”
Malcom shrugged.
“I see,” she said. Of course, it only figured that they would pass over the daughter and give the estate to a grandson. Sweet fates. It brought to mind her own sister’s plight, and it galled her so much that this sort of thing could be done. But she realized it wasn’t any of her concern.
For his part, her father had been generous to all his children, whether they be legitimate or nay. And despite not having access to her settlement, she and her sisters each had a dowry rich enough to put a gleam in any man’s eye—including Rhiannon. Of course, they had no means to take it without the king’s approval. By the letter of the law, like Blackwood, she and her sisters had become wards of Stephen, but obviously Morwen had something to say over the matter.
It seemed to Elspeth that so much strife had come to pass only to keep what rightfully should belong to a woman. And for this alone, she was committed to helping Matilda. For love of the Goddess, even if they were not blood relation, being a woman, Matilda was so much a beacon of hope, for not since the time of Hywel’s Law had any woman outside Wales benefited from a good King’s rule. It used to be that women had rights—perhaps not in England, but certainly they did in Wales. If a man and lady wed, even after seven-years’ time, it was a woman’s right to divorce him, and if she chose to do such a thing for whatever cause, there were laws in place to provide for her keeping. For example, she had the right to take a goodly portion of the estate, because she’d earned it. There was none of this wardship by men. In her own country she would have been free to choose her own mate, but then… would she have chosen a man like Malcom?
Once again, her cheeks warmed. “So… your mother was English?”
“Nay,” he said, casting her a pointed glance. “If you must know, my birth mother leapt from a tower window on the day I was born.” He said it with so little emotion that it sent a frisson of horror down Elspeth’s spine. “Page is my father’s lady wife, and aye, she is English.” He turned to look at her. “You remind me of her.”
“Your mother… or Page?”
“Page.”
She scrunched her nose. “Page? What sort of name is that for a lady?” As far as Elspeth knew, page was not a name—it was a manner of service for a boy to a lord. After a certain age, most sons of noble families were sent to receive instruction from greater houses, serving the liege by running errands, cleaning laundry, dressing the lord and learning the basics of combat—but none of these tasks were remotely suitable for a woman. She had a terrible vision of a nameless girl running about a castel, dirty and dressed in rags, being ordered about by her lord. Page—get this, get that, clean this, clean that. And she shuddered.
“Tis no name at all,” agreed Malcom, though he did not elaborate, and Elspeth regretted having brought up the matter at all, because she’d never heard such woeful tales.
Even her own story wasn’t quite so dramatic, although she tried to imagine what life might have been like had only Morwen leapt from a tower window. Morwen had never been a proper mother—not to Elspeth, nor to her sisters. Hateful, hateful woman. She’d traded her own mother’s life for a price—a dear lady whose sole purpose on this earth was to make the world a better place.
At least Henry had been a doting father—as much as he could manage. Unlike her sister Rhiannon, she had only good memories of their father. And, in their father’s defense, he’d never known what to do with a child such as Rhiannon.
“You recall me to someone, too,” she confessed to Malcom. “You remind me of my brother.” She studied him in profile as he poked a small stick into the licking flames. Until his death, Robert of Gloucester had been one of the richest barons in all of England. He had been as noble a man as any who’d ever lived, and their father had loved him well.
Now that Malcom’s coif was gone, and his hair was dry, Elspeth could see that his hair was fair as flax, and thick and wavy, though perhaps too long. But he did, in truth, remind her of Robert, with those bright blue-green eyes—the color of the sea from the highest perch at Blackwood. There was something else about him as well… something she couldn’t put her finger on, but she suspected that it had less to do with the way he looked, and more to do with his underlying sense of nobility—a fierce determination to do what was right, no matter the cost.
Seated by the fire, his face was bronzed by the flames. The sinew in his arms was unmistakable by firelight, sculpted by copper light and shadows. His face itself seemed chiseled as though of stone, with sharp contours and a tiny cleft in his chin. His hair, light as it was, seemed to sparkle with silver, and she saw now that he had a long, thin scar on his temple. However, rather than mar his beautiful face, it somehow gave him more character…
She realized only belatedly that she was staring. By the cauldron, she sorely wished she didn’t find him so appealing. Could that be this was why she’d asked him not to call upon Amdel? Because she didn’t want to leave him? But, nay, such a thing would be preposterous. She would never make decisions about life and death—or her sisters—simply because of a man’s pretty face. And even so, for some reason, the thought of parting ways held no appeal.
But, of course, he would ask, “Who is your brother?”
“No one of import,” Elspeth answered quickly, hoping Malcom wouldn’t press. There was hardly any chance Malcom wouldn’t know who he was, and if she named Robert as her brother, it was short guesswork to determine exactly who she was.
His lashes lifted, and once again, he met her gaze—those sea-green eyes glittering by the firelight—but, thankfully, he said nothing more. He rested his head back on the stump behind him and closed his eyes. “Thank you for washing my sherte,” he said after a moment.
“It was my pleasure,” Elspeth assured.
“And thank you for tending the fire.”
“Also, my pleasure.” She rose to her knees now, then to her feet. “I will return,” she said, and a blush warmed her cheeks as her gaze followed the length of his body. Much as she would like to ignore it, it was time to do the necessary—and give herself a break from this man who confused her.
“Dinna wander far,” he said, his Scots brogue thicker now that he was resting. But he did not open his eyes. And despite that, Elspeth had every impression that, whilst he pretended not to see her, he was acutely aware of every step she took.
Just to be sure, she turned to see if he was watching, and found that he’d turned his ear toward the sound of her footfalls. But he didn’t open his eyes, and neither did he rise to follow so Elspeth turned her back on him and tried not to think of their overly familiar conversation.
Only this time, as she passed by his sweet mare, grazing so placidly by the brook, she realized that if she wished to, she could still take Merry Bells and flee…
Thinking about the particulars of that, she stood for a while, and then, after a moment, she moved closer to Merry Bells to stroke the animal’s fine mane.
“Thank you,” she said to the mare. “I appreciate your willingness to help, and you were so good to fly away so quickly. I do not know what I would have done elsewise.”
The animal snorted—perchance to acknowledge Elspeth’s thanks, or perchance to remind her that she had not done so alone. Stroking her lovingly, Elspeth spoke to her in another language—one that needed fewer words. I mean you no harm, my friend…
MALCOM LAY UNMOVING, listening to the sound of Elspeth’s retreating steps.
When she stopped in the vicinity of Merry Bells, it took every ounce of his self-control not to leap from his repose and fly after her.
Presumably, she’d stopped to see Merry Bells.
The woman was famished; he knew that much. Despite her look of abject horror over the cony, he could hear her stomach grumbling. But regardless, where would she go? He had already removed his saddlebags and laid them aside, so she couldn’t get far without his money.
Besides, he’d already assured her that he would take her wheresoever she pleased. Why should she feel the need to go? Inexplicably, he’d placed himself at her disposal, despite his own pressing affairs—the summons to his father. He was committed to doing whatever was required of him.
Come what may, she was not a stupid woman, so he let her be, allowing her the time and space she needed to deliberate her choices. Mostly, because he wanted to see what she would do.
Certainly, Malcom didn’t wish to lose another Merry Bells, but so much as he loathed the prospect of seeing Beauchamp again, he was close enough to Amdel that he could easily impress upon the man to sell a horse. The inn was even closer, and he could pick off any one of their stabled mounts and probably do it without compunction, since all of those animals were likely stolen in the first place. Darkwood was a den of thieves, with the occasional dupe to be found.
At long last, Elspeth left off her chat with Merry Bells, and Malcom exhaled a long sigh when she did. Trust was a fragile thing, but this, at last could be a start…



Chapter
Eleven

They ate quickly. Elspeth ate sparsely—barely enough to settle her raging belly. And, then, whilst Malcom prepared a pallet for their slumber, she took the opportunity to dry his sherte by the fire. Once that was done, she went foraging for wild fenyl to settle her belly. She found none, but she did happen upon lovage and Alchemilla, and she harvested a bit of those herbs to begin a new medicinal supply. And then, when she thought she’d discovered all there was to find, she also discovered a bit of coltsfoot as well, which pleased her immensely. She could use it to see with. And it could be used one of two ways, either by sprinkling the herb into a fire, or by infusing it in a tea.
The second way was more effective, but it was also less healthful—particularly since the side effects of a seizure could be the straight edge of an axe or a burning at the stake.
Unfortunately, her grandmother discovered this the hard way.
As for the Alchemilla, it would serve Malcom’s wound well enough, though she wished she had betony instead. That herb grew aplenty around Llanthony—not just in their garden—mainly, because Seren once happened to mention to Ersinius that it could be useful in protecting against witches. Elspeth rolled her eyes over that nonsense, because it grew everywhere now—under windows, beside doors, in small pots in the vestibule. Of course, Seren had been jesting with him, but Elspeth had this to say to Ersinius: Witches were not spirits to be vanquished. They were flesh and blood men and women and bled like everyone else.
Annoyed, Elspeth turned onto her side, listening to night sounds: Crickets chirping, Merry Bells snorting. Some distance away, a fox cackled.
Malcom had said he’d hoped to rest and rise early, but now she couldn’t sleep. And considering how long she’d fought off that strange, annoying languor all day long, she found it rather curious.
On the other hand, Malcom himself appeared to be fast asleep, and she wondered how he could sleep so peacefully when his wound was festering so terribly.
Of course, he’d had some help from her herbs, and now she wished she’d drunk some herself. Huffing a sigh, she turned to stare at him in profile—his strong chin and aquiline nose.
Look to your champion, her sister had said.
Aye, well, she was looking, wasn’t she?
Can you hear me, Rhiannon?
Silence.
Rhiannon…
Silence.
Elspeth frowned. As far as she knew, the ability to communicate outside proximity simply did not exist for any witch from time immemorial. But it was possible to consult a scrying stone, and for that reason, no one was ever truly out of Morwen’s reach.
A few times, Elspeth had awakened to catch Rhiannon creating shapes out of mist, but what came so easily to her sister, did not come so easily to Elspeth.
Rhiannon? She tried again, even despite that she knew it to be useless.
But why?
Why was it useless? If the Goddess could hear them wherever she might be, and, indeed, the entirety of the world was connected, why couldn’t she speak to her sisters wherever she might be? Why was this so different from the sight, which could be invoked over great distances?
She studied the contours of Malcom’s face.
Betimes she had the strangest feeling he could hear her. She thought about his demeanor this morning… in the woods… when she’d beguiled Merry Bells. His body had gone taut, and he’d looked about the same as Merry Bells—searching the tree tops for Elspeth. In fact, Elspeth had only pounced when she had because she’d feared being discovered.
Was it possible Malcom could hear her?
Her grandmamau claimed all living beings had inherent knowledge of the hud, but they didn’t know how to use it. Perhaps tomorrow she would test this theory.
For a long, long while, she tossed and turned under the heavy cloak he’d given her, shivering and thinking how best to engage him—but more importantly, whether she dared.
And, finally, when her teeth began to chatter, she moved closer to Malcom, and gave him a bit of her cloak, not caring overmuch about propriety. What good was modesty if the poor man froze to death? Where would she be then? And then she worried: He was lying so very still.
Looking closer, searching for signs of life, she worried even more when she couldn’t hear him breathing. Oh, no! Now that she had convinced him not to call upon Amdel, he would die here and leave her and Merry Bells all alone!
It was just like a man to think himself invulnerable. The fool had refused to allow her to cauterize his wound, but she’d tried. And now, fearful of what she might discover, Elspeth placed a hand before his nostrils, exhaling in relief when a light stream of warmth blew against her hand.
She could heal him… now… But what would he do when he awoke to find himself healed? Would he suspect her?
She had put a poultice on his wound, but if he’d ever suffered a wound of any kind, he would know very well that it wouldn’t heal overnight, with or without any poultice.
And yet, he couldn’t possibly suspect witchcraft after a single occasion, could he? People simply did not believe in the Craft any longer. They would rather believe in coincidence and miracles. And regardless, how could she allow any man to continue suffering, when she had the means to help him? Do good, harm none, she reminded herself. It was the one golden rule.
And anyway, wasn’t she honor-bound to use her talents for the good of men? What was he, but a man? A handsome one at that—far too handsome for Elspeth’s peace of mind. But what did that matter? And he was fast asleep. Whatever he thought, or didn’t think, he could never prove it one way or the other. So, now that she could focus without his scrutiny, she placed her hand atop his shoulder, hovering close to his wound—as close as she dared without touching him.
When finally she could feel heat emanating from the affected area, she cupped her palm to catch it escaping, taking a moment to harness her own healing power before whispering…
Goddess, we are one, take his pain, make there none.
The words were adequate, but, possibly, not quite enough. Elspeth wished not only to ease his pain, but to rest assured his wound would mend. What was the point of exerting herself only to do it halfway? Once again, very gently, she lowered her palm over the wound, gasping softly as it fell to meet hard, muscled chest, and then, for a befuddled instant, she forgot what she was supposed to do, so entranced was she with the gentle rise and fall of his breath.
His skin was hot where she laid it. Fever. Raging. It was more than enough impetus to remind her of her purpose. Concentrating on lending him her own energy, little enough as there seemed to be, despite her restlessness, she used her third eye—the one peering inward to her heart—and envisioned the small moon that was the essence of her soul. Little by little, she made it swell, until she could feel it as potent as a tiny sun. Then, she traveled the palm-sized sphere of light down her arm, all the way to her hand, watching the faint glow as it passed through her palm to Malcom’s abused flesh. In the utter darkness, the place where she touched him exploded like a thousand twinkling stars. And then, once she was ready, she whispered again.
Healing wight lend your light. Spirit mend, sickness end.
And once the words were spoken, she was utterly spent. Her limbs felt like porridge and her mind turned to mush. She was so weary that she forgot to take away her hand from his chest, and her last waking thought was for her sister Rhiannon…
Her sister was wrong… The only reason Morwen hadn’t sequestered them sooner was because of Henry, no matter what Rhiannon believed.
It was merely that Rhiannon had been such a willful child, howling and wailing from the instant she was born. She’d come into this world full of rage. And later, once she’d got older, she was so often discomforted by the presence of people. She would rock and wail, rock and wail, with her sweet little hands pressed to her ears and Henry hadn’t known what to do with her.
Naturally, since he had a nation to tend to, an odd little daughter was too easily forgotten. And nevertheless… Elspeth remembered the disconcerted look on her father’s face when the midwife was commanded to carry Rhiannon away from his hall.
If only Rhiannon would settle the fire in her heart and try to remember…

THE DREAM ARRIVED LIKE A BREEZE…
Rhiannon was sobbing. She was three years old and weeping inconsolably because she hadn’t the words to tell anyone what was wrong. All about her, servants hustled, some carrying platters, others bearing ewers. And still others prepared the trestle tables and moved long, noisy benches.
Her sister had to carry her, but Rhiannon was far too heavy, and Elspeth set her down amidst the rushes, patting a hand atop her head, and saying words Rhiannon couldn’t comprehend, though she certainly understood the love. Only now Rhiannon refused to look at her, because not even Elspeth seemed to understand Rhiannon. There were too many thoughts flying about her head—pictures without words. Her dress was too tight in places, and her head felt like bugs crawled inside her skull. Squealing with displeasure, she slapped her ears vengefully, trying to get out the bugs, and then, when she couldn’t seem to do it, she shrieked at the top of her lungs—so loudly that the servants all stopped to stare. She curled into a ball, precisely the way she’d lain in her mother’s womb—but even then, there hadn’t been any reassurance. Her twin sister was dying—dying! Once again, Rhiannon felt the waning heartbeat, the light in her soul going dim. She hadn’t even a name, but there in the womb, floating in water, she had reached out to tangle her fingers into the fine threads of her twin’s hair.
Don’t die! She bade her, don’t die! But even as she tried desperately to share her own life force, the light grew dimmer, and dimmer, and dimmer… until finally, it guttered and extinguished.
“God’s teeth, girl! Where’s your mother?” Henry was shouting at Elspeth as Rhiannon tucked her knees to her chest, rocking back and forth.
“I… don’t… know.”
“Christ! She left you with no one to care for you?”
“Aye,” said Elspeth. “But, don’t worry, she said she would return anon.”
“Where is Seren?”
“In her crib.”
“By the bloody saints, the dinner hour is no time for children to flounce about the hall. What in God’s name ails your sister?”
Elspeth shook her head, her blue eyes filling with tears. “I think she’s hungry.”
“Stay here,” her father demanded, but then he lifted up Rhiannon and marched across the hall, shouting at the top of his lungs. “Someone, for the love of God, please see to this child!”
Rhiannon awoke, blinking away an image of a pair of desperate brown eyes peering into her face. The eyes were narrowed, but not angry. For a disconcerting instant, she was light enough to be wafted into the air, and momentarily disoriented as the memory vanished, dissipating into thin air.
This is now; that was then.
She lay in the bed she shared with her sisters at Llanthony, not in London. Elspeth was not four, and she was not two. Her twin sister—the first set of twins her mother carried—was twenty-two years dead, her life force extinguished long before she’d taken a single breath. Sadness enveloped her, and a loneliness that not even her living sisters could assuage.
And nevertheless, just like that time, once again, Morwen had been summoned and soon enough she would arrive like an ill wind.
Sleeping peacefully, her sisters were huddled together, one less than before, and although Rhiannon couldn’t see Elspeth, she felt her sister’s loneliness as acutely as she felt her own. Instinctively, she knew that her sister must be calling for her, but Rhiannon was powerless to answer. Outside, tonight, there was a waning moon lending its light.
Inside the cottage, it was cold enough to show her chilled breath. She exhaled a puff of frozen air and swirled her finger through the mist, watching quietly as shapes coalesced.
A man and woman… sleeping peacefully on a pallet… under the moonlight.
The smaller form was huddled beneath a mountain of wool and velvet and fur. The man lay beside her, perfectly still… without blankets.
Rhiannon sighed. Alas, she was too far away. She could not speak to Elspeth, nor could she interfere, no matter what transpired. It was some terrible form of torture that would compel her look when she could see all but do nothing. It was for this very reason she had refrained from showing Seren, Rose and Arwyn.
She puffed away the image, and reached up one more time, swirling a finger through the thin veil that had yet to dissipate, and once again, shapes took form, only this time settling into the image of a long and winding road… the king’s road from London.
Two dark figures on horseback, one man, dressed in black… and a woman, with a cold wind blowing at her back. This would be Morwen.
Her mother was on the way.

Vengeance is in my heart,
death in my hand,
blood and revenge are hammering in my head.
—William Shakespeare
IT’S NOT ALWAYS about a man.
I am Morwen, only-born daughter to the regnant dewine priestess, born to be seneschal of Wales. Conceived by the Beltane fires, I should have been preordained, but my own mother gave my legacy to my unborn babes. In truth, for that offense alone, I would have ripped my own belly and dragged them out to strangle them with my bare hands; consider what I would do to a child not my own. In this world, there are no true kings. There were never any kings. And no man ever ruled save by the grace of a woman. And therefore, some may think otherwise, but this has naught to do with Henry or Stephen. It is about a haughty little child by the name of Matilda. It is about her unbridled arrogance and the way she swept through her father’s halls, crooking her little finger in defiance. It is about a spoiled child-bride who’d resented her papa’s paramour so deeply that she’d determined to undermine him at every turn. And even after Henry banished that little shrew from England, wedding her to a whey-faced emissary of the Church, she grew worse, persecuting me from afar, with greater and greater power, thanks to the greed of her sire and the backing of the Church.
But it isn’t enough that I gave my own mother to be judged by these cretins—a sacrifice for their altar. She would tirelessly campaign against a “faith” she so imperiously presumes to be evil, when all the while what she truly desires is to destroy me. Her meddling cost me everything—never mind my own mother and thankless daughters. It cost me the only man I’ve ever loved… Emrys, dead, by my own hands. And the irony is lost to all, for his druid name meant life immortal.
And now he is gone, and despite that it breaks every tenet I am bound to, I will show that wretched woman the true face of evil.
One day soon, Henry’s high and mighty Empress daughter will discover what it means to anger a Daughter of Avalon. That bitch thinks herself better than me, but she has no more than a sharp tongue to defend her, whilst I have the blood of my ancestors and a fury unlike any she will ever encounter. Only once she’s spent an adequate amount of time groveling on her knees, and only after she’s crawled from baron to baron, begging entry at every once-held fief, only then will I squash her life—but not before she understands her folly, and not until she learns that I am the reason her children will never sit on her father’s throne. In the end, I give not one whit who wears her father’s crown, only that whoever wears it serves me well.
For much of the journey from London, the king’s road remains clear of woodlands—mostly to discourage brigands—but as the road begins to narrow, the trees huddle closer and darkness enfolds me. I breathe a lungful of relief.
Tonight, the night air is thick and damp. It is the time of year when the soil holds enough warmth that mist rises naturally from the road, unfurling before me like a lady’s veil, teasing the way.
Opting for privacy and making all due haste, I travel light this evening, riding, not sidesaddle as most genteel ladies might feel compelled to do, but legs astride, like the warrior queen of the late Iceni tribe. This is how I see myself, and, this is how others will see me so long as I have breath and life. No matter how wrinkled I may grow beneath my spell of glamour, I will ride tall and proud in my saddle, with my velvet cloak flying at my back like the wings of a vengeful angel.
And can you guess what pleases me most? This: Rather than employ an entourage and carry a portmanteau filled with jewels and gowns and maquillage to maintain my youthful visage—as Matilda must certainly do—I need only carry my scrying stone and my mother’s grimoire.
Mine now. All mine.
Keep a hundred thousand crowns if it be your wish, little darling!
None of your gem-studded tiaras will ever come close to the worth of my heirlooms.
Mothers and daughters, daughters and mothers; so much toil and trouble. But whoever said blood is thicker than water is a fool. Not even the simple fact that my five comely brats were wrenched, screaming from my womb, can make me feel aught but fury over them. How it galls me even now to hear the fruit of my own loins described as beauteous! Unparalleled! As though I, myself, am not also gifted with the prophet Taliesin’s blood. Like Matilda, my own children are ungrateful brats, and why shouldn’t they be? They all share the same blood—save for Rhiannon.
Rhiannon, oh, Rhiannon, you could have filled my heart.
Alas, my dearest daughter, there can be only one high priestess, and it will forever be me.
It has been years now since I last returned to Wales, but I know these woodlands well. Instinctively, I sense that Bran has flown ahead, certain in the knowledge that I do not need him. Still, I cast my head back to peer at the waning moon—a glowing orb that pulses in time to the beat of my own heart. Ah, yes! It is a lovely night for blood magic…
The night is still young.
Fueled by vengeance alone, I would sweep through these lands like a black and terrible flame, but tonight I have more pressing matters to contend with before facing my wayward daughters. It is such a costly thing to keep my glamour, and the price of allowing it to fade is too dear. But soon enough, dear ones, you will learn what it means to defy your lady mother—Elspeth most of all.
Like a hound on the hind of a kill, I catch the scent of blood. “Ride ahead,” I say to my companion. “I will require immediate sustenance.”
“A bath, m’dame?”
“Aye. Fresh, please. I cannot abide the stench of old blood.”
“Aye, m’dame,” he says, and breaks away, putting his shining silver spurs to his horse’s flank, and I think to myself: What a good servant, he is… and why shouldn’t he be? He enjoys the benefits of my Craft, and rides so spryly for a man so close to ninety. Alas, should he ever decide to defy me, he would be dead on the morrow, for he is the vessel that harbors my blood sins. His body might be beautiful on the outside, but inside lies a cancerous mass, eating him to his bones. Inhaling deeply, I watch him go, content enough to ride alone for the last mile to Darkwood.



Chapter
Twelve

“Rouse yourself, scrounger!”
Malcom awoke with a boot to his ribs, rolling over Elspeth, taking her with him. She squealed in surprise when he pulled her up from the pallet, sheltering her behind him. In the same fluid movement, he unsheathed the knife he kept at his boot, only belatedly recognizing the livery of the men who’d assaulted him. He turned his knife so that it cast a glimmer by the moonlight, letting the blade speak for itself and his words came terse. “’Tis nay way to wake a sleeping mon,” he told the fools. “And ye’re fortunate ye dinna touch my lady.”
Both were slow to grasp their folly. “Lady? What lady? I see only a camp follower, wearing cast-off clothes. Did you wipe your hairy flute with your
lady’s gown?”
The idiots laughed, amusing themselves, and with every bark of laughter, Malcom’s fury burned hotter. He did not think before he said, “She’s no camp follower, eegits. She’s my bride.”
Behind him, Elspeth gasped in startle, and he cast her a quick glance, pulling her close, tightening his hold about her wrist.
“Bride?” they asked in unison, both chortling.
“Aye,” he said. “My bride. And ye’d do well to show respect,” he demanded. “Or, I’ll forget I ride beneath Stephen’s banner, and you’re his liegemen.”
Very purposely, Malcom re-sheathed his blade, knowing full well that his reputation would speak for itself. And if they were too stupid to realize their mistake he could retrieve it quickly should he need it. More to the point, he could disarm them faster than they could blink.
“You are met with the lord of Aldergh,” he said. “And I would count your blessings I do not cut off a foot for planting your boot where it did not belong.” He eyed the man he suspected of the transgression, and silence met his declaration.
The two men stood looking at one another, uncertain what to say, and finally, the taller of the two relented, “Pardon, Lord Aldergh. We saw no banners. We thought⁠—”
“I dinna give a bluidy damn what ye thought,” he said. “And now that ye’ve sae rudely awakened my lady, you may run to your lord and wake him. Inform him he has guests and I am certain he’ll appreciate the summons at this late hour. You can be sure I will endeavor to explain the circumstances.”
The two men peered at one another again, and Malcom said calmly, “Go,” he said. “Now.”
“Y-yes, lord!” both men replied, and one after the other hurriedly returned to their mounts. They couldn’t depart quickly enough, and Malcom said, “I am sorry, lass. It seems we must dally, after all, thanks to these simpletons.” He moved to put out the fire, grateful now that he’d taken time to dismantle the spit and bury the remains of the hare.
ELSPETH BLINKED.
It did not escape her how swiftly the prowlers had had a change of heart and attitude. And now she wondered: Who was this lord of Aldergh that he had men trembling in their boots with barely a word? By the blessed cauldron, not since her time at court with her father had she ever met a man whose commands were so unequivocally obeyed. For all his unpleasantness, not even Ersinius commanded so much respect, much to his dismay.
Somehow, she’d never imagined this of Malcom—not after having encountered his unfailing good humor. But now, as she watched him work to douse the fire, she realized her mistake.
All the while he was laughing and jesting, she’d pricked and prodded him, appealing only to his anger, but Malcom’s anger was the last thing she wished to encounter. “Well,” she said, cautiously. “I have never seen anyone move so hastily.”
Casting her a glance, he shuffled dirt into the fire pit with a boot, then tamped it down, arching a brow as he considered her. “Betimes ’tis advantageous to be known as a mad Scot.”
“I see,” she said. Though, in truth, she didn’t want to consider how he must have received such an ill-tempered epithet—and dared not ask.
Certainly, it wasn’t because he was staid and sensible. But how at odds this was with everything she knew of the warrior who’d dared to name his horse Merry Bells!
And now, after all, they were going to Amdel, and no matter that he’d claimed to detest this lord, there was little in his demeanor that gave Elspeth any impression he feared that man—or for that matter, anyone at all. Not for a moment had he seemed cowed by Beauchamp’s men.
Angry, perchance. And, yes, indeed, she had noticed that he’d re-sheathed his knife even before introducing himself, and still unarmed those fools had dared not cross him.
Watching as he made short work of their pallet, Elspeth eyed the swirls of black that settled into his aura—dimmer now that Beauchamp’s men were gone, but present nonetheless, and ebony, like the wraith of death.
Having slept fully dressed and still wearing his boots, he wasted little time setting the camp to rights and Elspeth would have gladly helped, though she was still quite stunned over the realizations she’d made. Consequently, she prayed he would not think to look at his wound—not now. Please, no, not now! And that same little demon that kept telling her to flee from him returned to put a needle to her head.
“Now what?” she asked, when he returned the bedroll to Merry Bells’ hind quarters.
He gave her a shrug. “Now, my lovely bride, we call upon Amdel,” he said, his fury finally abating. “I suppose if there is one blessing to be found in all this, we’ll lay our heads on a proper pillow tonight.”
Elspeth shrank back. “Together?”
He gave her a twisted smile. “Unless ye wish to remain here?”
Elspeth shook her head, unwilling to argue when there would be time enough for that with a proper chaperone at Amdel. And suddenly, she didn’t relish any thought of angering Malcom further. As startled as she had been by those men, at the moment, Malcom seemed far more dangerous. And even so, she dared to ask, “Will you reveal the truth once we are arrived?”
“What truth?”
“That we are not betrothed.”
“Nay,” he said. “And yet you are quite welcome to do so at your own discretion. The decision is yours. But if you choose to let it be, Elspeth, you will do us both a favor.”
“Favor?”
“Aye,” he said, lifting his cloak from the ground where it lay, brushing it off. He cast her an arched glance over the garment. “If not for you, his sister would be my intended. And if there is aught you can do for me, Elspeth of Llanthony, it would be to save me the unpleasantness of having to repudiate his little sister.”
He handed her the cloak. “Wear it, please. I would prefer not to offer more explanations than necessary.” And he turned away, leaving Elspeth to consider all he’d said.
He had an intended?
For a moment, Elspeth stood, astounded. Certainly, that was nothing she had foreseen! So then, was she losing her ability to sense fates? Evidently, she had not read Malcom properly, nor had she guessed at his true nature. She had ignorantly taken for granted the smiling man she’d encountered in the woods.
“Art ready to ride?”
Sweet fates!
“Elspeth?”
No, no, no, no, no… She must go back. This was not right. Something was wrong. Everything was wrong! And she was quite certain her sisters must need her. Elspeth yawned, and her eyes grew heavy and she realized belatedly that her sleepiness had returned.
Rhiannon!
No sooner had the thought occurred to her when her knees buckled, and Malcom rushed forward to sweep her into his arms.
“ELSPETH,” he said, gently patting her cheek.
Feeling more protective over the girl than would seem natural, Malcom considered the fact that until yesterday morning, he’d never set eyes on her before. He wasn’t at all sure why he’d blurted such a lie—his bride? What in God’s sweet name had possessed him to say so?
Not only was she not his bride, he was beginning to suspect, more and more, that she was meant for someone else. And nevertheless, he had no regrets, despite that he would now have explanations to make. No matter; his heart was not set on a union with Dominique Beauchamp. He’d set out to help Elspeth, but it was equally as likely that he’d spoken the lie for his own self-gain, because, to put it mildly, he didn’t care for Dominique at all. And, perhaps, for the first time in all his life, he considered that there might be another woman he could bring himself to love…
“Elspeth,” he whispered again, patting her cheek insistently.
Her face was unnaturally pale, and though it was only a moment or two before she reopened her eyes, blinking up at him in confusion, it was the longest moment of his life. He breathed a sigh of relief as she refocused her gaze.
“Elspeth?”
“I-I am fine.”
“Art certain, lass?”
She nodded uncertainly, but that was enough to settle his nerves. “You did not eat well enough,” he scolded, sounding too much like a mother hen though he didn’t care. “Nor did you rest long enough. We shall see to that as soon as we are arrived at Amdel.”
And it struck him then how much she’d endured in the space of a single day—and yet despite this, how well she’d fared. For all he knew, she could have been afoot in those woods for days and days, and he’d never even bothered to ask. Like his stepmother, she was too prideful to admit any weakness. And, even now, she was as impenetrable as any fortress made of mortar and stone.
Whether he liked it or nay, Elspeth harbored secrets, and if he wished to know them—or her—it would be at her own discretion.
She pushed his hand away, like a proud little foundling—looking more lost than she’d looked even when he’d discovered her back in the woods in Wales. But now, once again, she shut him out, and it was quite evident that he was only a means to an end.
Her trust would not be forthcoming, and whatever it was that he was beginning to feel for her—if indeed it was real—he suffered those feelings alone.
Nodding to himself, resigned to the unpleasant fact, he took one last look at Elspeth as she rallied, lifting herself up, half-heartedly smacking the dust from her clothes.
He left her alone. “Sit and rest whilst I pack,” he said.
“Nay,” she snapped. “I am fine. I would like to help.” And she bent to pick up his trampled cloak and once again endeavored to brush it off.



Chapter
Thirteen

Elspeth was furious, though not with Malcom.
Evidently, not only had Rhiannon cast some annoying dozing spell to settle her nerves, she’d wrested some poor soul straight from his life, plucking him out of his intended path. That was reprehensible, and completely outside their coven rules. No man should ever be used against his will. Ever. Not even for good—certainly never for selfish concerns.
Rhiannon! she screamed to herself. What in the name of the Goddess have you done?
Of course, Elspeth did not expect an answer. But it was clear to her—so very clear—that Malcom’s wishes were never considered.
Not that it should upset her so much to have a man gaze at her with such affection and—dearest Goddess,
was that affection? But now she understood, perfectly, why his demeanor had changed so drastically. Her sister’s enchantment would have been like a love spell. It would, indeed, have made him light-hearted and giddy, even if that wasn’t his true nature.
And more! As impressed as Elspeth was that Rhiannon could cast such a complicated spell outside proximity, and that she must have used her sight to find and summon this poor man, whatever now came of the Law of Three, Elspeth was also responsible, because, whatever decisions Malcom made or didn’t make, they were in part because of her.
Sweet, sweet Goddess! He was promised to another woman! And now he would break faith with her and her brother because of Elspeth.
And it made Elspeth wonder: What else had Rhiannon taken from him? What business had he been about in Wales? Because surely, he was acting on behalf of his King. He’d said more than once that he rode under Stephen’s banner. So he must have been after the King’s business—whatever that might entail near Llanthony—and Rhiannon had embroiled Elspeth in this magnificent travesty, because now his life was inexorably tied to hers—and hers to his!
Forsooth! So much that she hadn’t understood before she understood now, very clearly. And what if he should realize his life had been altered per force? What if he discovered what and who Elspeth was? A dewine! A child of the Goddess!
A daughter of Avalon!
Her head reeling with questions, and bewildered over the possible consequences, Elspeth walked about, holding Malcom’s cloak, like y meirw byw—the living dead.
Only once they were ready to ride, she mounted at his behest, then sat stiffly before him in the saddle, whilst Malcom placed his arms about her waist to keep her steady—but how could she allow herself to be comforted? None of this was done by his own free will.
Oh, Rhiannon, Rhiannon… what have you done?
Silence.
But, of course. Now that she had meddled so rudely—so irrevocably—she’d abandoned Elspeth to this warrior, who evidently felt spellbound to protect her.
And, worse, he was, in truth, her enemy, merely by virtue of his affiliation with her cousin.
And regardless, he held her so gently, pulling her close as though she were in truth his beloved, and Elspeth could feel the heat beneath his palm as surely as she’d felt her own healing light last eventide. It wrenched at her heart in ways she had not known her heart could be wrenched.
They rode in silence, arriving at Amdel as the first blush of dawn arose over the horizon. And, then, sweet fates, as though the morning’s revelations weren’t enough, the sight of the stronghold left Elspeth breathless.
The fortress rose up from black earth, like a stone effigy, and its aura was black as a moonless night. If it could be possible that an assembly of stone and timber could have a spirit likeness, the edifice was like a sepulcher, and Elspeth felt its sentience like something living but dead. The very sight of it racked her body with shivers.
“This… is Amdel?” she asked, and Malcom pulled the reins to stop, giving her a moment to survey their destination, drawing her back to keep her warm.
“Aye,” he said, pulling her close. Alas, though Elspeth sensed he did it by rote, she was perversely grateful for the reminder that, in truth, she wasn’t alone.
Unsettled by her own ambivalence, she shivered yet again, and Malcom adjusted his cloak around her shoulders, pinching the garment at her breast.
As a matter of self-preservation, Elspeth’s hand fell over his, and for a long, long moment, they sat atop Merry Bells, with her hand covering his.
“Art ready?”
Nay, she was not. Her heart pounded like hammers, but she swallowed and said, “Aye.”
And with that single word from her, Malcom spurred Merry Bells into a canter toward the stone bridge. And the closer they got, the blacker the aura that rose from the stone like a glow from a fire, and Elspeth wanted desperately to turn and run.
Fear and Malcom’s reassuring embrace kept her silent. As best she could, she sank into his arms and held her breath as they rode into the outer bailey.
At first glance, she could tell that the fortress had been erected on the remnants of an old Roman stronghold. It was easy to see where the old stone left off and the new construction had begun. The outer walls were made from timber and remained half-burnt on the east side. A new stone wall had begun construction on the inside of the motte, encircling the edifice. When it was finished, there would be enough mortared stone to build the entirety of Blackwood.
The lord’s standard flew from a half-constructed gatehouse—a bright red hawk with wings spread over a midnight sky. She turned to peer at the charred timber as they passed.
Of course, it was quite possible that this was one of the strongholds besieged by her sister. Matilda’s last bastion in England had been Devizes Castle in Wiltshire, not so far as the ravens flew, but she’d been beleaguered enough there, attempting to maintain the stronghold, and in the end, with Robert’s death, she’d abandoned it to her son.
But nay, rather, Elspeth had more the sense that work here had been waylaid—perhaps for lack of funds? Or mayhap Stephen finally raised a hand against adulterine castels?
Without a word, the gatehouse sentry waved them forward, and Malcom did not linger to speak to the man as he ventured into the lord’s bailey. Elspeth had a keen sense he had been here before, and such would be the case, since he’d already confessed to her that the lady herein was his intended.
Was she beautiful?
Well, even if she was, why should that matter to Elspeth? And nevertheless, it soured her mood—as though it could be sourer.
Art jealous, Elspeth?
Of course not.
Why should she be? She barely knew this man. More importantly, she should be concerned all the more that he would consider fostering an alliance with the lord of this demesne.
And, really, Elspeth, ’tis not as though you are his bride.
None of this was real. It was all but a consequence of the spell her sister had cast. If she’d met Malcom without benefit of the enchantment, he could well have run her through with his sword—because, isn’t that what warriors did?
What a travesty this was, but at least now, for the first time since leaving Llanthony, she was far more preoccupied worrying about herself than she was about her sisters.
In the middle of the bailey, Merry Bells came to a halt, and it seemed to her that, like roaches, men suddenly crawled out from beneath their spaces and flew at them from every direction.
A groomsman came to take their horse, but Malcom hesitated, until the donjon doors flew wide and a well-dressed man sauntered out to greet them. Dressed all in black, the man hurried across the lord’s bailey, his aura reaching Elspeth long before the man did, and his telling blue eyes gave her a punch to the gut.
“William,” said Malcom in greeting.
Their patron nodded. “Malcom.”
And yet, despite the use of given names, there was nothing amiable about the exchange. Perhaps after all, Rhiannon’s spell had saved Malcom from an unwanted alliance. For all that they seemed familiar, he didn’t appear to bear Beauchamp any kindness—but then, again, hadn’t he said that he detested the man? Obviously, this was true.
Malcom slid off his horse, and Elspeth daren’t follow. Leaving her seated for the moment, Malcom removed his saddlebags, casting the heavy leather satchels over his shoulder.
Instinctively, Elspeth drew his cloak more firmly about her person, pinching it in front of her tunic to hide her Llanthony sigil, despite that she’d already hidden it from view. She wished to God that she could hide her breeches as well.
The lord of Amdel inclined his head toward her, giving Elspeth a long look, veiled with disapproval. “My lady,” he said curtly, then quickly dismissed her, returning his attention to Malcom, and offering with a bit of reproach, “I am told good wishes are in order.”
Malcom gave the man a curt nod. “They are, indeed,” he said, finally reaching up to assist Elspeth. In the brief instant their gazes met, his blue-green eyes beseeched her to remain silent, and Elspeth had no trouble complying. But though she had no desire to dismount, his arms compelled her to do so, and keeping herself covered as best as she could, she once again slid into his embrace. Once she was down, on her feet, Malcom handed the horse’s reins to the groomsman, and he took Elspeth by the hand, warning her with a gentle squeeze. In answer, Elspeth squeezed him back and Malcom released her hand, then left her to follow, as he and the lord of Amdel fell into step beside one another, while Elspeth was left to walk behind.
Considering the circumstances, it was perhaps irrational that she might hope for more equitable treatment. Evidently, Scotsmen and Englishmen were not at all like the Welsh. They had not the same sensibilities where women were concerned. But, of course, Beauchamp would expect Malcom to treat her as any Englishman might treat his bride.
But he’s not really your husband, you silly fool.
Still, she chafed a bit as the two men spoke so familiarly, despite that Elspeth sensed so little amity between them, and once again, she had the most overwhelming urge to flee.
Even here, in the heart of the demesne, there was a darkness emanating from Amdel… and for a terrible, sinking moment, it seemed to Elspeth as though the door they walked toward could be an open maw, ready to devour them, flesh and bones.
Swallowing for courage, she fell into step behind the two chatting men.
“We had a bit of misfortune,” Malcom was saying. “I’m afraid my lady is in need of a new gown, and whatever else your sister might be kind enough to provide.”
They climbed the stairs into the donjon, and Elspeth took every step with uncertainty, though she daren’t fall behind.
“But, of course. Dominique is too kind to begrudge you aught,” the man was saying. “She would gladly welcome the opportunity to make your bride at home.”
They walked together in silence for a time, and then Beauchamp said, “I only wish you might have sent word… to apprise us… of your change in circumstances.”
Elspeth wanted to tell them both that she was still there—that she could hear every word they spoke. But Malcom’s silent warning kept her tongue tied.
“It could not be helped,” said Malcom, as they entered the great hall. “Consequently, I would beg pardon. We—my Lady and I—” Finally, he turned to check on Elspeth, and she reassured him with a quivering smile. He turned back around as Elspeth’s eyes scanned the lord’s hall, searching for signs of Amdel’s loyalties. His banners were all his own, none of Stephen’s. But neither were there any of Matilda’s. “Considering the circumstances,” he said, “we did not intend to burden you today.” Inside the keep, the mood was less that of a vanquished ruin and somewhat more presentable. There were fresh rushes on the floors, and all the tapestries were new, with brightly embroidered thread. However, none of this compensated for the threatening aura that only Elspeth could see.
Following the lord up a stairwell at the back of his hall, she listened quietly to Malcom’s apology. “I may have preferred to return from my commission in Wales and send you a formal letter as you were due, but I suppose an explanation facie ad faciem is far more suitable. However, I must apologize to Dominique, even as I must thank her for her generosity.”
“Of course,” said Beauchamp, as they came to a landing and moved into another hall. “But first, we should see to your bed. I am told you were awakened rather rudely, and for this it is I who must seek pardon, Earl Aldergh. We had some wandering guests from Darkwood over the past few days, and we expected—well, my men were tasked with seeing they returned to the road. You know how these wayfarers can be. One can never be too certain these days.”
Malcom said nothing.
“And, then of course,” Beauchamp said, after a long awkward silence, “My affairs with d’Lucy are as yet unsettled.” He sighed wearily. “I have cried peace, time and again, and so far, that infuriating man refuses to reconsider his position. He’s as stubborn as his sire.”
“At least you must deal with Graeham, not his brother.”
Beauchamp made a gesture as though to shudder, but Elspeth did not sense any fear in his actions. It was more, disgust. “God forbid—that black-hearted bastard. Did you know they were born of different fathers?”
“Twins, I supposed?”
“Do they look like twins to you? Nay. I warrant ’tis true: She conceived those sons by different sires. And ’tis no wonder that old fool was so cross with the world.”
Elspeth kept pace behind them, listening as the lord continued to ramble, clearly incensed by his troubles, and more than ready to share his woes with any sympathetic ear.
“At any rate,” Beauchamp said, continuing, “last I heard, now that the Empress has returned to France, d’Lucy plans to issue a suit over the death of their sire.”
Hungry for news of her sister, Elspeth listened intently.
“You must agree; I cannot be faulted for acting in self-defense, and, mind you, that man died here on my lands—in this very room,” he said, as they arrived at their intended destination. “With my physician attending him, no less. As you must see, despite that he attacked me, I offered him every due respect, even despite that he persisted with his inventions.”
“I understand,” Malcom said, nodding, all trace of his Scots accent expertly excised from his diction. At the moment, he sounded as English and cultured as did Beauchamp.
Malcom cast Elspeth a quick glance, and said, “Perhaps now that the lady Dominique is free to wed, you might consider the benefit of a union between her and Graeham d’Lucy. Despite your quarrels with that family, I know Graeham to be an honorable man, and you can be sure he would treat her well. Whatever child came of that union would settle your feud for all time. Wouldn’t it?”
Beauchamp blinked, looking startled by the prospect, as though he’d never considered it. His eyes rolled back into his head as though he were seriously considering Malcom’s suggestion. And all the while, Malcom stood patiently, with his hands linked behind his back—like a wise old counselor, adept at manipulation, and finally, he reached for Elspeth, drawing her near.
Elspeth pinched her cloak tighter to keep Beauchamp from noticing the inappropriateness of her dress. “At any rate,” he said. “I thank you. And my lady thanks you. And because I ken this must have come as a surprise, I will look forward to a full explanation once we are rested. If you would but send my regards to your sister, I will offer my deepest, sincerest apologies when I see her. I know you must know—and she must know—that these things are no fault of your own.”
Beauchamp seemed to be warming to Malcom, his body language far less stiff.
Malcom said, “For all your troubles, perhaps you would allow me to send you a bit of wine from Aquila once I am returned to Aldergh? It’s fine wine, acquired after searching the demesne of a traitor to the realm. We confiscated his wine, among other things, and Stephen was kind enough to award it to me. I would love to share.”
Beauchamp nodded absently, perhaps still thinking about Malcom’s initial proposal. “Spanish wine would be lovely,” he said. “But no worries. I shall explain everything to Dominique once she awakens. And in the meantime…” He turned to Elspeth and bowed. “My lady.”
“My lord,” Elspeth said, proffering a hand from beneath her cloak.
But, of course, there was dirt beneath her fingernails, after tending Malcom’s fire, and it did not escape the lord of Amdel’s notice. He scrunched his nose, pecking the air before her hand but he did not touch her hand with his lips. “I… ah… trust you will rest well… my lady.”
“Thank you,” said Elspeth, and she curtsied awkwardly, as best she could remember how to do it. Did one curtsy the same as a child as they did as a lady? She couldn’t remember the last lady she’d encountered, aside from her sisters.
It didn’t matter; Beauchamp didn’t notice. He must still be thinking about Malcom’s proposal for his sister, because he couldn’t be away quicker. “Malcom,” he said, before departing. And Malcom nodded to the man, thanking him again, and once his back was turned, Malcom ushered Elspeth into their room, before she could think to protest.
IT WASN’T Malcom’s first stay in this particular room, though he examined the guest bower with entirely new eyes, altered by the knowledge that d’Lucy’s sire had breathed his last here.
He hadn’t realized as much—nor had he known they’d brought the wounded man back here to be tended by Beauchamp’s physician. Of course, Beauchamp was right; it was hardly a place you would tend your enemy—especially one met in combat. And though he was hardly any sort of man Malcom would like to hold in confidence, perhaps he had been too quick to judge? Perhaps Beauchamp was but maladroit, and not so much the demagogue so many thought him to be? He was, indeed, an awkward man, this much was true, but annoyed though he might have been over the affront to his sister, he’d leapt at the opportunity for fellowship, filling Malcom’s ears.
As they entered the room, Malcom swung his bags onto the bed and turned to Elspeth.
She looked wearied, and for all the world like a frightened doe, her graceful form tense and ready to bolt. She averted her gaze for an instant, picking beneath her fingernails, and then back, as though she suddenly didn’t know him—as though he’d not slept the whole night through with her head tucked beneath his arm.
She looked nervous. “Perhaps… perhaps, before explaining to that lord… you might better explain to me?”
Malcom gave her a quick smile, torn between his longing to hold and comfort her and wanting to shake her. Would she dare ask him for more than she was willing to give?
Ignoring her entreaty for the instant, he turned to survey the guest room. It was clean and well kept, and he noted the flagon of vin and the copper mugs on a table flanked by chairs.
Thirsty as a tippler after a night with Seana’s uisge, he made for the vin.
Lifting up the flagon for a sniff, and finding it relatively inoffensive, he poured a few fingers in each glass—one for him, one for Elspeth. And then, remembering the shite they’d served him last time he’d visited, he lifted up one glass to his lips to taste, before offering it to Elspeth, and then immediately spat it back out, setting down the glass.
Sweet ever-loving mercy—there, she had her vin aigre, only instead of lacing their washbowl, they’d offered it to drink.
Damn Beauchamp—just when he was softening toward the man. He smiled with curses between his teeth and gave them soured wine to drink—or maybe he didn’t know good vin from bad. He certainly drank it himself without discretion. “Drink at your own peril,” Malcom suggested, and sighed wearily, considering the discourse with Beauchamp.
Despite everything, it might in fact prove propitious that they’d ended here today, because he would otherwise never have suggested an alliance with d’Lucy, and Beauchamp seemed quite receptive to the notion—so much so that he would bet the man was off and away, already scheming. All the better for Malcom. He had long tried to convince himself to accept this alliance, but there was nothing to his knowledge that would sweeten any alliance with Beauchamp—not even Dominique’s kindness or beauty. Her brother was a conundrum, for certain. It was impossible to say whether it was true that he was a miscreant, or just a fool with very poor judgment.
The small table set for them also offered a trencher of bread with two wee pieces of meat and two slivers of cheese—barely enough for one, but it would do. Malcom had had more than enough of the cony, but he couldn’t possibly have missed Elspeth’s reluctance to eat it, so he left her the cheese as well as the bread and plucked up a slice of meat, shoving it between his lips.
Salted beef, too chewy, over-salted. He swallowed with some difficulty, and made a face, moving to the window. God’s love, if the man couldn’t put a sword through Malcom’s heart for the insult provided, it seemed he would kill them with kindness and vittles.
Elspeth was still waiting for his answer, he supposed, but Malcom wasn’t feeling particularly generous. He moved to the window, pulling the curtains tighter.
Aldergh had no drapes, but he was grateful for these, nonetheless, because he was hardly accustomed to sleeping during the day, like some Black Donald with cloven feet. The entire situation left him ill at ease.
“Malcom?”
He turned to face her now, and she was looking at him expectantly. “What more would ye ken, lass? Stephen has asked I take his sister to wife, but she does not suit me, and I thank you for holding your tongue.”
“Of course,” she said. “It was the least I could do.”
Nay, Malcom thought. The least she could do was speak the truth—all of it. But he resigned himself to her silence.
On a stand across the room, there stood a small basin for bathing. That too, he would leave for Elspeth and he would wash only after she was through. That way she wouldn’t be forced to bathe in his filth… although, he might need her help to wash and dress his wound.
“Are you inclined to sleep?” he asked. “Or do you prefer to wash first?” And then he added a bit sourly, “I dinna ken if he laced the basin with vin aigre, but he certainly left us plenty to use.” He pointed to the cups.
She shook her head at once. “Oh, nay! I could not,” she said, straightening. “Not… here… with… you…” And then she wrapped his grandfather’s cloak around herself so snugly that she might as well have formed a cocoon. Malcom tried not to chuckle, but failed, despite his pique. And hoping to reassure her, he closed the distance between them, until he stood before her, studying her face, wishing he could read her thoughts. There was a wayward curl that defied her make-do braid, and he wanted nothing more than to reach out and brush it away.
He wondered how she would look in a woman’s garb, with her lovely copper tresses plaited and her face scrubbed pink. “Of course, I would leave,” he said reassuringly. “But if you are inclined to rest, I would like to shut my eyes.” And then he turned and made his way to the chair, and sat, sprawling in the chair as she watched.
Her brows twitched. “You mean to sleep… in that chair?”
“Aye.”
“Oh, but nay! You need not do that! If you but leave me to one side of the bed, that should be enough. ’Tis but that… well…” She looked pained by what she was trying to say. “I thought that… because you said... we were… I was…”
He arched a single brow. “My bride?”
She nodded, and Malcom said, “Elspeth, I would never dishonor you. If I seem cross, ’tis only because I have asked for your candor and you refuse to give it.”
She said nothing, and he looked at her pleadingly. “Am I to go down there and face that man with no more than what you have already given me?”
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He sat, staring at her expectantly, and Elspeth flushed so intensely that she was forced to shrug off his grandfather’s cloak and lay it down on the bed, suddenly much too warm.
And, then, inexplicably—considering that Beauchamp was already gone, and Malcom had already seen her dressed this way—she felt vulnerable and far too aware of the unflattering way she was dressed, perhaps in part due to the fact that she was now expected to play the role of his lady wife. So, then, as surprised as she had been by his declaration, she trusted there must be a reason.
Betimes people behaved inexplicably, particularly when listening to their gut. She and her sisters betimes behaved irrationally, and it nearly always had to do with a glimpse of the sight, subtle as Malcom’s may have been. Normal people might not have visions as clearly as a dewine might, but they too had instincts that drove them—not that they always listened.
Obviously, he did not like this lord of Amdel, and perhaps not the sister either. And if the sister was anything like her brother, Elspeth could well understand why.
She furrowed her brow. Could they dare fool this lord? What would Malcom tell him? And if anyone should ask how they came to know one another, Elspeth herself would have little to say.
I peered longingly into his sea-green eyes and heard a call from Ersinius’ men that made me cast myself into his arms. Pshaw! The very thought brought the faintest smile to her lips, but, of course, she daren’t make light of their circumstances. It could all go very, very wrong.
Malcom sat relaxed in the chair, and now that Beauchamp was gone, his aura returned to normal, albeit with tints of green now. Those who bore any shade of the forest in their ambience could be loyal and generous, but they did not suffer fools very gladly. This rang true of Malcom, even despite that she’d known him such a short a time.
And nevertheless, both times, when facing Beauchamp’s men and then Beauchamp himself, she’d sensed a darkness in him, and she suspected he could be capable of atrocities just the same as anyone else. The minds of men were often changeable, and the consequences could be disastrous.
Not for the first time, he seemed to guess what was on her mind. “I’ll tell him as little as possible,” he said. “But how should I say we met?”
Confused, Elspeth sat on the edge of the bed, crossing her arms, considering the consequences of revealing herself to Malcom. She desperately wanted to tell him everything but dared not… the words wouldn’t come.
She couldn’t see her own aura, but she had been told hers was pink and green, which was much to be expected for a dewine. Dewines were natural healers, highly intuitive, with a strong affinity for the Craft. Pink was also the color for those who bore the blood of Taliesin. In days of yore, there had been many, many of their ilk, all known to one to another by their colors. Now they were dwindling in numbers. And soon, they, too, would go the way of the faeries—like so much vermin. One after another they were being exterminated. So, now, how could she dare reveal herself to this man? She opened her mouth to speak and swallowed her words.
“Elspeth…” His eyes beseeched her as he rose up from the chair. “Only give me munitions I will need to aid you.”
Watching her intently, he came forward, lifting up the cloak she’d discarded on the bed, bringing the garment to his nostrils, and breathing deeply of its scent—her scent, for she’d been the last to wear it. For some strange reason, that simple gesture made Elspeth shiver and it set her heart to pounding. “I… I am sorry,” she said, her brows slanting.
Alas, he was right. The lord of Amdel would surely expect their company once they were rested, and if Elspeth allowed Malcom to face that man again without greater knowledge of her predicament, they could easily raise suspicions…
And to that end, she thought perhaps she’d hidden her tunic well enough, though it wasn’t very likely Beauchamp had missed her breeches. So much as she might have liked to toss the entire ensemble into his garderobe, she knew that wouldn’t serve her. The last thing she meant to do was alert anyone from whence she’d come—and, yes, of course, she understood why Malcom needed to know more, but what could she say now that could come close to appeasing him… and still guard her secrets? “My mother would have me wed a man I cannot abide,” she said, at last.
He arched a brow. “D’Lucy?”
Elspeth peered up at him in surprise. “H-how… how did you know?”
He offered a slow smile. “Ach, lass, ye’re not sae difficult to read, ye know. I sensed your distress every time I mentioned his name.”
Elspeth blew out a sigh, and continued, despite that she meant not to. “’Tis not the lord of Drakewich, but another.”
“Cael?”
Elspeth nodded. “Aye.”
And now he whistled low, then sat beside her on the bed, allowing a moment for what she’d told him to settle into his bones. “I suspected as much but hoped I could be wrong. So then… your mother would have you wed the new lord of Blackwood?”
Elspeth nodded yet again.
“And your sire?”
There could be little harm in sharing this truth. “My father is dead,” Elspeth confessed.
“So,” he said, trying to make sense of it all. “Stephen has consented to this marriage to d’Lucy?”
Feeling like a child discovered at foul play, Elspeth nodded yet again.
And once again, Malcom whistled low, then shook his head. “My Da always said I had a bent for trouble,” he told her. But then he grinned, as though to reassure her and he pushed his grandfather’s cloak behind her, rising from the bed. “Done is done,” he said. “Somehow we will make it right.”
“Will you leave me here at Amdel?” Elspeth asked, afraid that he meant to wash his hands of her now and abandon her to Beauchamp—and his sister, with whom Malcom was no longer betrothed, thanks to Elspeth.
“Is that what you would have me do?”
Elspeth shook her head, as it was the last thing she could want. She needn’t consult any knuckle bones to know that anything having to do with Beauchamp could only lead to disaster. He had that quality about him, and she was still unnerved by the aura of this castel, despite that she didn’t feel so overwhelmed now that she was inside the dwelling itself. And nevertheless, this place—this pile of stones—could only be that way if it had long been the receptacle for evil.
“Never fear, then. I would not abandon you.”
Elspeth exhaled a breath she hadn’t realize she was holding as she watched Malcom return to the table and lift up the glass he’d sipped from only moments before. Only this time, instead of spitting out the contents or setting the glass down with a sour face, he tossed the entirety of it down his gullet, and then poured another and drank that one down as well.
“So, then… what will you tell this lord of Amdel?”
He swallowed a third glass before answering. “I’ll know when it comes to mind,” he said. “In the meantime, you should get some rest.”

Stronger than lover’s love is lover’s hate.
Incurable, in each, the wounds they make.
—Euripides
NAMED FOR THE SURROUNDING WOODLANDS, Darkwood Inn lives up to its name. The number of its years in existence equal the number of years of Stephen’s reign, but it appears far older. The interior pillars are filled with knotholes and greying with age.
The innkeeper here is the third to serve, and he’s as discreet as he is loyal, toiling behind his bar, waiting for his cue. If he were not loyal, I would suck the life from his body and leave him for a dried-up carcass, in the same manner a locust discards its shell, only to find itself no more than dust beneath the hammer of a fist.
So I sit here at my favorite table at the back of this familiar tavern, resting, though not ready to choose. Tonight, there are two offerings, both comely, if boring. But then, again, they are all boring to me—Henry, Stephen, Eustace, every man the same but with a different face.
The last I knew worth his salt was my Emrys, my lover, my dear brother.
So then, which to choose?
Which to save for later?
More to the point, I wonder which of these men might be persuaded to linger, because I fully intend to make another stop on my return to London. Only then, I will be in the company of three of my daughters, excluding Rhiannon.
I fiddle with the ring about my forefinger, the one I always wear. It was my mother’s ring, though Morgan preferred to fill hers with coltsfoot, so she could see any time she pleased without her scrying stone. I have found another use for the receptacle beneath the obsidian stone. It is rare that I can find time to slip away for a treatment, so I must come prepared. This ring contains the most precious of my grimoire’s recipes—an ingredient for deathlessness, so powerful that a small pinch in my bath will extend my youth. And more than a pinch… well, let us say… I have ideas.
Using this particular recipe, my great, great grandmother lived to be two hundred and twenty years old. She would have lived much longer had she not found herself an enemy to Orkney’s King Lot. Three generations of Morgans followed thereafter, none worthy of the name… until me. Pity that my mother’s oversight gave me another name… but tis appropriate, don’t you think?
Morwen. Maiden.
I smile serenely, in love with myself and pleased with my progress. I will be a maiden for all eternity, with skin softer and suppler than my daughter Seren’s.
Alas, poor sweet Seren—I smile more deeply—perhaps my most beautiful daughter will discover a bit of irony in wedding a beast… someone beneath her… someone who offers me great riches and power… but hideous to awake to. I will arrange this. But later.
Right now, I study my choices: One man wears a doublet, with chainmail gussets sewn into the vest and the sigil of his house emblazoned on the front— a golden two-headed falcon with a maxim that read Altium, citius, fortius.
Swifter, higher, stronger…
How swift would he be if I should happen to drop my spell of glamor and show my true self? I laugh inwardly at this… my breasts quaking with amusement, for not even my own daughters could possibly anticipate the truth: I am seventy years old—my mother’s age when she died. And, aye, she had me when she was but twenty, and spat my brother out one year later, before letting her womb rot and die.
I did the reverse. I let my womb lie fallow until I grew older… wiser…. I had my first-born child at the age of forty-six—older than my lover, and he never knew it. I bore Elspeth to bind him to me, and then, I was weak, allowing Emrys to get me with child—and oh, how my brother loved this news, even as I lamented an end to my plans. But life gives us choices, does it not?
Alas, my Emrys is gone—his bones resting in a reliquary—and one day, I will hand them to my daughter Rhiannon, because it will please me immensely to show my little girl how the weak should end. I will tell her all about the father she never knew, and how he died, and she will fall to her knees and weep… but I tell you what she will not do: She will not embrace the Death Crone’s rage. This is why my daughters will ever be poppets, made to serve my needs. The thought alone makes me happy—truly happy—for the first time since learning Elspeth ran away.
Ungrateful little bitch.
She could have had so much. She could have slept in the high priestess’s bed. She could have cast her spells into the Witch Goddess’s cauldron and she could have ruled Blackwood in my stead.
But nay! Oh, nay! She would prefer—what? A life on the run? With no safe harbor? Ever? Because some day, I tell you, England will, indeed, hand the crown to a lady… and that woman will be me, not Matilda. I have a hundred lifetimes to see it done… little… by little… by little.
One man across the room peers at me now—the one with the doublet—and I am drawn to him. I think about Blackwood. I think about Rhiannon and decide that she’s the one who should inherit Blackwood anyway—for her father and for me—although my second eldest first requires a lesson in obeisance.
Annoyed now, I am compelled to retrieve my scrying stone… to look and be sure my will is being done. But I am equally hungry for something else… and the night is no longer quite so young.
The other occupant of the room is a kitchen boy, taking his supper. The innkeeper hired the boy to keep him about as a second choice, but it is my experience that boys like that are never good to keep after a letting. They run their mouths. They run away.
Unfortunately, the other choice seems antsy. Apparently, he’s a deserter, who, rather than meet his fate at the end of a sword blade, fled the battle. Luckily for me, the innkeeper has a reputation for helping unfortunates find a way across the narrow sea.
Calais. Calais. The sanctuary of the hapless.
Considering the deserter now, I fiddle with my ring, wondering over the spell I’ve been meaning to try… and thinking, down in my bones, now could be the time.
Daw is his name.
Daw.
In my native tongue, it means beloved one.
Come here, my beloved, I say without moving my lips.
Blinking, the lad peers up from his tankard, glancing in my direction—fair-haired with bright blue eyes, like a Viking. He’ll do, I decide, and push my hood back, allowing him to see me for the first time. But, of course, he cannot resist, for I am a siren. I am a Goddess. I am lust incarnate.
I meet his gaze, and revel in the bright red aura of desire that ignites about him like a glorious flame. He arises from his bench and the youth in him warms my blood. My nipples pucker, and my hand falls beneath the table, sliding beneath my robe; I am famished.
“Hail,” he says.
“Halloo, Daw.”
In my peripheral, I see the innkeeper comes out from behind the bar and taps the kitchen boy on the shoulder to draw him into the back room as Daw seats himself in the facing bench before me. His cheeks are flushed, and his brow is moist with sweat, but his eyes are filled with lust while mine are filled with bloodlust. My aura draws his in, black swirling tendrils furling about the bright red desire, and sucking it hungrily inside the black.
“May I buy you an ale?” he says, but I know all he has in his purse is a single coin he was given by the innkeeper for cleaning the stable.
“What a dear, dear man,” I say with a warm smile.
I shed my cloak now, revealing myself to his lustful gaze. “I am Morwen,” I say silkily, and the Crone in me revels behind my shy Maiden’s smile.
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Despite the gritty wine, Malcom was half soused when the knock sounded on his door—a soft, tentative rap he may not have heard if he were not already painfully awake.
Wearied of attempting to finagle a comfortable position in the wooden chair, he rose to answer the door and found a young maid by the name of Alyss shrinking behind it.
He remembered the lass from his last visit. Not daring to look him in the eyes, she deposited a number of items into his arms, begged his pardon for the intrusion, then turned to flee as quickly as her legs could carry her.
Malcom was accustomed to such treatment from the fairer sex. He wasn’t the most agreeable sort, nor, in truth, entirely pleasing to look at. He fingered the scar at the upper right corner of his forehead. Although he’d managed to save his face, for the most part, his body was a testament to the violence he’d engaged in over the past eleven years of his life.
He closed the door again, and supposing the gifts must be for Elspeth, he carried them into the room, placing them at the foot of the bed where she slept so peacefully.
Somehow, the knock on the door hadn’t disturbed her, and he marveled over the trust she’d placed in him to sleep so soundly, even despite the fright she must have taken over Beauchamp.
A blind man couldn’t have missed the look of fear on her face when she’d laid her eyes on the man—or the stiffness in her body when they’d ridden into the bailey.
Skirting around the bed to the side where Elspeth lay, he stood scrutinizing her a long moment, trying to make sense over the protective feelings he was experiencing.
He understood intuitively what his Da must have felt when he’d taken Page into his keeping—enduring even her fury in order to save her feelings. Her father had cast her away, crowing to his Da that he could “keep her or kill her, he cared not which.” In fact, those were his precise words, Malcom remembered. And lest he should wound her more than it seemed she must be already, his father had traveled all the way back to Scotia without ever telling Page the truth, even when his own men questioned his judgment and his sanity. In the end, his father had been prepared to do battle for her honor and defied even their king.
Was Malcom prepared to defy his?
The answer to that question niggled him because it made him question his own moral boundaries—and, of course, his motives as well. Was it a man’s duty to keep his oaths at all cost? Or should he be compelled to break them for the ones he loved?
He didn’t even wish to examine the point that he couldn’t possibly love Elspeth. He didn’t even know her. At any rate, back in those days when his father championed Page, his Da had never truly considered David his king, nor had he given David any oath, so the decision for him had been much simpler. And yet, could he imagine a world or circumstances where his father would not have defended him, or Page, no matter who he must defy?
Remembering that day before the Battle of the Standard, when he’d faced his father across a battlefield, he felt sick to his gut anew…
There stood a man who’d loved his kinsmen well, and his son no less. Yet, compelled by his own honor, Malcom had been forced to call him enemy.
His father’s broken heart had been evident in those stark blue eyes, and Malcom had turned away with a sting in his own, lifting his sword regardless.
It hadn’t mattered that he didn’t trade blows with his father that day. What mattered was that he’d turned his back to the man who’d raised him, raising his sword against men he’d once considered compatriots, and his own sire could have easily died that day.
All these years later, it still gave him a turn of the gut.
So, then, would he now defy his king for a woman he barely knew, when he so readily had turned his back on his father? And what was this burden he felt—this undeniable sense of responsibility for the woman lying in that bed?
It was a conundrum for certain—one he didn’t care to think about overmuch.
In the end, he must do what he was compelled to do, and damned be the consequences. Damned be everyone. Damned be himself.
Raking a hand through the growing stubble of his beard, he considered returning to the chair… but it was past time to seek Beauchamp. There would be time aplenty to sleep later… after he was dead.
He’d wake Elspeth once it was time for repast. As pleased as he was that she’d eaten a bit of the cheese and bread, he hoped she might be a good bit hungrier when she awoke. Certainly, Beauchamp would offer them a heartier meal belowstairs and the journey to Aldergh was bound to be long. He wanted to leave on the morrow with a belly full. Considering the situation with his father, he daren’t stop again at Drakewich, or anywhere else on the journey north. Already, he’d tarried long enough—and to that end, if indeed she meant to accompany him all the way to Aldergh, he should impress upon Beauchamp to sell him another horse. That way, she could ride more befitting a lady. And neither did he prefer forcing Merry Bells to carry the weight of two.
Sighing again, Malcom rubbed the back of his neck to relieve a bit of tension, thinking about Cael d’Lucy. Elspeth might have been well served by an alliance with that man, but Malcom found himself inexplicably pleased she did not aspire to be his wife. Admittedly, she was a woman he could covet for himself—if he allowed it—and for an instant, just an instant, as he stood watching Elspeth sleep, he imagined again this could be their bedchamber… at Aldergh… And he remembered the waking dream he’d had, and his body sprang to life.
Oh, how he longed to crawl into that bed beside her. But far more than simply igniting his ardor, the images accosting him again gave him an intense longing for more than mere pleasures of the flesh. He longed for sleepy embraces and good night kisses… wee bairns clinging to his knees.
Ach, but God, it had been far too long since he’d enjoyed any such familial sounds, and right now, he craved them with a part of his soul too long denied.
So, then, was this why that impossible proclamation burst from his lips?
Did he covet Elspeth to be his bride?
The answer to that was: aye. He did.
Inexplicably, Malcom found himself bonded with the girl. But he would not have her unless she desired him as well—and for that matter, despite the morning’s considerations, he would never hand her over to a man she did not wish to wed, no matter what Stephen decreed, and no matter whether she returned Malcom’s ardor or not. He was Stephen’s man in all things military, but he would no more hand this woman over against her will than he would betray his own mother… or a wee boy… as someone he’d once trusted had done to him.
No matter how old he might grow, Malcom would never forget that intense sense of betrayal and loss. And he would never forget the day when he’d found himself standing before Aldergh’s gates, knees trembling and tears pricking at his eyes over merely the anticipation of being reunited with his father. Six years old he’d been that day—a wee lad torn from the bosom of his kin.
So, then, unless Elspeth herself should decree it, he could never allow her to be used against her will. But now that the notion had wormed its way into his head, he wondered… would she welcome an alliance with a Scots born man from the hinterlands… whose station was little different from the lord of Blackwood’s? And even if she would agree to such a proposal… would Malcom, indeed, be willing to break his oath to keep her?
Crossing his arms, studying her face in slumber, he wondered… what was it about Elspeth that seemed so oddly familiar… could it be that he knew her mother?
Her father was dead, so she’d said; who was he?
At last, realizing there could be no better time to tend to his wound than now, whilst she slept, he removed his gambeson, tossing it onto the bed, grateful that Beauchamp had not yet asked what he was doing in the vicinity. He lifted the hem of his sherte, shrugging it off as well.
Opting for lighter accoutrements, he’d packed the hauberk and coif into his saddlebag, knowing full well that they were riding into allied lands and he wouldn’t need them—not today.
It was only belatedly, as he tossed the sherte onto the bed that he realized his wound did not pain him. Surprised by the revelation, Malcom twisted to see what he could find… and found himself befuddled as he stared at the spot on his shoulder where his wound should have been… but wasn’t. It was gone.
Gone as in gone—not simply healed. There was no trace of blood, not even a scab, or a long-healed scar. By all that was holy, it was as though there had never been any wound at all. At least not on his shoulder. Right there, in that very spot, his skin remained entirely unblemished, with nary a scratch. But… it couldn’t be. Shaking his head in bewilderment, he retrieved his sherte, if only to inspect the integrity of the material, and sure enough, he found a rent as big as his fist.
The gambeson, as well, bore a telltale rip.
Only his shoulder had evidence to the contrary:
Slowly, he turned to Elspeth, blinking down at the girl. He knew instinctively—inexplicably—that it must have been her. Only what had she done? Naught that he could remember.
Mentally, Malcom retraced their steps since last evening. She’d washed his wound with his rag. Then later, after supping, she’d rubbed a salve on him that she’d made from herbs she’d foraged. Already annoyed, and unwilling to suffer the scent of his own burning flesh, he’d denied her the opportunity to cauterize the wound, thinking it far too soon anyway, and hoping it would heal on its own, because, God knew, he already had too many hideous scars and didn’t relish another.
Of course, she had argued with him, only briefly, before setting about to making her salve, crushing herbs on the back of his shield with the hilt of his dagger. And then she’d also made him a strange tea, and whatever she’d given him put him straight to sleep…
Confused, he pressed his fingers into the flesh at his shoulder. But there was no soreness. Very simply, and mysteriously, the wound had… vanished.
Dumbfounded, Malcom tossed the sherte back down on the bed and went to retrieve a clean tunic from his bag—one last time, checking the ruined hauberk. Like the sherte and gambeson, the damage there remained. And now, again, he turned to study the girl sleeping on the bed…
Who the hell are you, Elspeth of Llanthony?
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Stifling a yawn, Elspeth opened her eyes, slightly disoriented.
Having slept so soundly for the first time in two days, it took a moment to register where she lay. The curtains were still drawn, and it was impossible to say what the hour might be.
“My lady?”
Startled by the whispered voice, Elspeth bolted upright as a torch swept into the room.
Malcom was gone. Two women approached the bed—a lovely fair-haired woman with a sweet face and kindly brown eyes, joined by another with hair much the same color as Elspeth’s—only curlier—and eyes the color of a bright blue flame. Both women were young, or at least younger than Elspeth, and their auras were not threatening—shades of pink, green, orange and silver.
Seeing that she was awake, the second woman, the one holding the torch, proceeded across the chamber to set her flame to each of the cressets, before putting the torch—the one she held—into a brace by the door. Afterward, she returned to stand behind her mistress, her hands crossed before her submissively.
“Art awake?” asked the girl with the fiery hair and disarming smile.
“Aye,” Elspeth said. “Where is Malcom?”
“Your lord husband?”
Elspeth hedged, furrowing her brow. But then she nodded, blushing, surmising that one of these women must be Beauchamp’s sister. The lady that addressed her smiled wider. “He’s belowstairs, in the hall, speaking to my brother. As it has been many hours since you laid down to rest, my lord was concerned.”
Malcom was concerned? Elspeth scooted to the edge of the bed, casting her feet over the side. “I… I am fine,” she reassured the ladies. “I am but wearied from travel.” And, it was true, although she didn’t know why, though she was far more tired than she had ever been in her life—as though, body and soul she’d suffered some great ordeal, and perhaps she had.
“I thought as much,” the girl said, smiling still. “But you should be up now, or you’ll miss the feast we’ve provided in your honor.”
“Feast?”
“Aye, my lady. Alyss and I have come to help you dress.”
Realizing belatedly that she was still wearing the Llanthony tunic and breeches, Elspeth laid a hand atop her breast and gasped. “Oh,” she said in consternation.
“You need have no cause for worry, Lady Aldergh.”
The epithet startled Elspeth so much that she blinked.
“Your lord husband already explained… you lost your gown in the burn when you stopped to wash.” But she hid a shy smile as she peered at her lady’s maid, and their private exchange left very little doubt as to what they truly believed she and Malcom had been doing by the burn. Just to make it clearer, both their cheeks flushed so darkly that Elspeth thought they looked like poppets with painted cheeks.
“I am Dominique,” said the girl with the flame-blue eyes, and she came forward to rummage through a pile of garments laying at the foot of the bed. She lifted up one of the pieces, unfurling it to show Elspeth what it was. It appeared to be wool, but a wool so fine that it could have been silk, with tiny gold threads woven into the material around the sleeves, neck and hem.
“If this one suits you, I will be pleased to gift it. ’Tis made of scarlet, dyed crimson, fully done by my lady Alyss.” She turned to address the woman standing behind her, and the woman smiled diffidently, bowing her head. “She has a fine skill for such things, and I count my blessings to have her.” Elspeth stared at the red gown, stunned over the generosity of the gift. She blinked again. Not since she’d spent time in her father’s court had she ever seen wool so fine, and certainly none of its caliber had ever been wasted on her. The closest she’d ever come to owning something so lovely was the tiretaine wool she’d worn as a child. Alas, she’d long since outgrown that dress, and not in all the years she’d spent at Llanthony had she worn anything else so fine—neither had her sisters.
Like a moth to a flame, she found herself drawn to the dress, lured from the bed, if only to play her fingers along the length of it… so, so soft. And the color… it was as rich as any dye Elspeth had ever encountered. “Scarlet?” she asked.
Dominique nodded. “Dyed with the grain of the kermes.” Without any reservation, she handed the sumptuous gown over to Elspeth with both hands, then reached out for the white chainse that had lain folded beneath it. “That surcoat is scarlet, but the chainse is sendal. I trust it will flatter you well.” And then, once again, she looked to her lady’s maid with such a fierce look of pride that it warmed Elspeth to her cockles. “I was told you had my coloring, and dear Alyss has perfected her crimson. It shows well with my color and I thought you might like it, too.”
Indeed, it did, thought Elspeth. The color was rich and dark, with no yellow in the pigment at all—perhaps, blue.
Smiling still, Dominique handed Elspeth the sendal as well, and Elspeth didn’t know what to say… so she said nothing… merely stood agape.
Dominique’s face fell. “Oh, no! You do not like them?” she asked. “I beg your pardon,” she rushed to say. “I thought to give you something finer, but I hoped the wool would serve you best for travel. It’s soft and malleable.”
“Oh, nay!” Elspeth said, realizing the girl must have mistaken her silence for displeasure. “In truth, Lady Dominique, I have never seen anything so fine.”
Amazed, Elspeth ran her hand over the material again, beguiled by the texture. The sendal too was exquisite and so sheer it made her blush over the thought of wearing it.
Dominique’s entire countenance brightened. If it were possible, she stood a little taller. Her eyes lit, and her aura brightened, but the maid’s remained dim, Elspeth noticed.
“Did you spin the wool yourself?” she asked the shy lady.
Alyss didn’t answer, so Dominique answered for her. “Alas, nay. Neither of us could ever produce a wool so fine. Fortunately, my brother is very generous. He ordered many, many ells for me to do as I wish. I fashioned a tunic for William and a dress or two for me because I like it far better than I do the samite.” She leaned forward to whisper, “I cannot abide the sound it makes when I walk.” But then she put a finger into the air, as though remembering something else. “Oh, but here… I made… this…” And she leaned forward again, grasping yet another garment. This one was a richly sewn tunic—also made with scarlet but fashioned for a man. There was a sigil on the front that Elspeth had come to recognize only too well—a golden two-headed falcon with a maxim that read Altium, citius, fortius. “For my lord Aldergh,” she said, touching the embroidery reverently, a wistful smile lingering at the corners of her lovely lips, though without a trace of rancor.
“Oh… I’m so, so sorry.” Elspeth said at once, realizing she must have sewn the garment as a gift for her betrothed. “I did not know.”
“Are you not pleased?”
“Yes, of course. But⁠—”
Dominique gave her a sympathetic look and waved a hand in dismissal. “Speak no more, my darling friend! ’Tis a woman’s lot to serve her house,” she said, interrupting. “You need not ever be sorry. Indeed, I have long admired the King’s Enforcer, and I would have welcomed our union. But, alas, I could never begrudge the joy I saw so plainly in your lord’s eyes when he spoke of his lady.”
Elspeth blinked, lifting her gaze to meet Dominique’s.
Malcom was the King’s Enforcer?
Sweet fates! Cael d’Lucy shared this distinction. Enforcer was simply another name for assassin. So, then, Malcom was a member of the Rex Militum? She blinked again, realizing what it portended. What was he doing near Llanthony?
Oblivious to Elspeth’s thoughts, Dominque’s expression was filled with marvel, her eyes glistening with joy. “What a wonderful boon to be offered a love match—how fortunate you are!”
Love match?
But nay, nay… they barely knew one another.
“Come,” demanded Dominique, beckoning Elspeth. “Let us help you dress. I cannot wait to see your lord’s eyes when they feast upon you this evening.” She chattered on and on, buoyant and happy. “I warrant, no matter the state of his belly, he’ll have no more hunger for his meal.” And then she giggled, and before Elspeth could protest, the maid Alyss rushed forward to help Elspeth remove her dirty Llanthony tunic.
Together, they worked like a maelstrom, arms aflutter, tugging, lifting, removing, tossing garments aside, before helping Elspeth wash and dress. In all this time, Elspeth had little choice but to allow the ministrations, because neither gave her any choice. She did, however, very discreetly stuff the Llanthony tunic aside, hiding it from their scrutiny.
And even abashed though she might be over so much ado, she found herself enjoying the unexpected attention. It indulged a yearning she had for her sisters, even though she and her siblings had fended for themselves from the day they were born, sharing the same scratchy undyed wool gowns for years and years before earning the right to ask for another.
At home, Elspeth’s gowns had all been stained by earth and flora, and despite all their knowledge of simples, betimes they could not eradicate the stains from their clothes.
Far too easily, the scarlet wool slid over Elspeth’s bare skin like a lover’s caress, giving her gooseflesh. And once they were done dressing her, she wore the finest gown she’d ever beheld—finer yet than any Matilda had ever worn in her presence—with long flowing sleeves and a surcoat as rich as the color of blood. In contrast, the sendal chainse was whiter than the palest shade of a new moon. And if that were not well enough alone, they brushed her hair, plaiting her tresses into braids that fell to either side of her face, with silver ribbons threading through.
At long last, when their work was completed, Alyss handed Elspeth a small handheld mirror, withdrawing it from the pocket of her apron, and Elspeth peered into the polished silver with gasp.
The girl who peered back at her now was hardly the same girl she’d faced in the gurgling brook this morn… or the one who’d fled the priory. This lady was freshly washed and pink-faced, with hair that reminded Elspeth of Matilda herself whenever she’d returned from Germany as a widowed wife of the Emperor, with all her fine clothes and hair aglow with threads of gold.
“You are so beautiful,” said Alyss, reticently.
Dominique agreed, but so much more enthusiastically. “Twill not only be your lord husband whose eyes will turn this eve.” She laughed and clapped her hands. “My brother will think you lovely as a queen!”
The maid behind her flinched, and Dominique only belatedly seemed to realize what she’d said, and she flinched, leaving Elspeth to wonder over the exchange as Dominique put a hand to the maid’s shoulder, stroking gently, while still addressing Elspeth.
“Now, shall we see you belowstairs for the feast? Tonight we have called a troubadour and a jongleur, as well, and my brother has butchered a sow for the occasion. In truth, ’tis been some time since we’ve enjoyed a meal so grand—in honor of you, my lady, and your lord husband.”
A feast? In Elspeth’s behalf?
Suddenly, all coherent thought fled from her head. Gone was her momentary curiosity over Alyss’s discomfiture, vanished were any awkward questions over Malcom’s betrothal to Dominique, or his appointment to the king’s justice. Forgotten as well was the truth of why she’d come here after all… and just for the moment, or perhaps just the evening, she dared to be the Lady of Aldergh.
Tomorrow would be soon enough to face the truth… that she was but a runaway daughter of a long dead king, whose own mother would rather see her suffer than be happy.
And Malcom… he wasn’t only the devoted servant of the man who’d stolen her sister’s crown; he was the King’s Enforcer—a mercenary, indeed, not so different from Cael d’Lucy, the man to whom her mother would have seen her betrothed.
So, it seemed, she’d leapt from the pot into the flames… and even so she found herself counting seconds before she could see Malcom again.

THE WINE WAS as poor as Malcom remembered it was, still he reached for it all too easily, sipping as he watched the harpist seduce her strings. But at least the music was sweet.
It was inordinately clear that Beauchamp was pleased over the proposal he’d made to wed his sister to the lord of Drakewich. His mood was high, and his mouth hadn’t stopped yapping for nearly an hour, expounding on subjects that Malcom didn’t feel comfortable discussing. And yet, very clearly, the man had gone above and beyond, for the last meal Malcom had here was hardly so fine. “So, my lord, tell me… do you anticipate this will be the end of Matilda?”
Malcom shrugged. “The lady is stubborn,” he said distractedly. “I cannot see as she will stop until she has what she considers to be hers. But I ken she no longer has the resources to persevere. Robert is dead.” He considered what news was public knowledge, and added, “Word is that Wallingford has grown ill as well.”
Beauchamp nodded. “Brian Fitz Count?” He made a flourish with his hand, jostling his wine over the top of his cup. “Or rather should I say Fitz Cunt?” He smiled deviously, self-amused. “I cannot abide that fool. If anyone believes he isn’t beard-splitting Matilda, I’d have a thing or two to say about that.”
Bored with such utter nonsense, but allowing Beauchamp to carry on, Malcom lost himself amidst half-drunken reverie, thinking about his recent commission in Wales.
As far as he saw it, if the taking of a single life could save a thousand more, this was the raison d'état for the Rex Militum. The death of one culpable man was a far lesser tragedy than to have an entire countryside showered in the blood of innocents. As it was, he couldn’t stomach the sweeping loss of life after thirteen years of warfare. For someone like Wallingford, who was complicit in the instigations of this war, and who’d been planning insurgency from the beginning, Malcom saw his demise no differently than he did facing his enemy on a battlefield. Whilst there was a lot he might be conflicted over, he was not conflicted over that. They’d received word that Wallingford intended to visit Llanthony to award the priory yet another grant for the sake of his soul. It was Malcom’s assignment to intercept the man, attempt negotiations and dispose of him if necessary. But their intelligence had proven faulty, and it had cost him a squire. Still, he couldn’t regret having gone, elsewise he’d never have encountered Elspeth… whose absence from this hall was beginning to turn his last nerve. Glancing at the stairwell, he took another sip of his nasty wine.
“Pious bitch,” Beauchamp was saying of the Empress. But, of course, Malcom would never use such words, though Matilda was, indeed, haughty and betimes mean and quick to anger, like her father—not to mention, more pious than was necessary.
But then, again, that brought to mind a point that had long been festering: There were still a number of the old tribes about Wales—as there were in Scotia—men and women who’d never relish being told to bend the knee to a God they did not know. It seemed to Malcom that if Stephen so much wished to gain Welsh support, rather than murdering his enemies, he should be looking for gentler ways to join their houses. But, of course, d’Lucy was no eegit: He could well have proposed such a thing already… which would explain Elspeth.
“Haughty as you please,” Beauchamp persisted, perseverating like a mad dog with a bone. “But I tell you, no man enjoys being told what to do by any woman, no matter what her station.”
“Oh, I don’t know,” Malcom replied absently, careful to keep the brogue from his words now that he was lighter on his toes. “I can think of a few occasions to prostrate myself before a lady.”
Beauchamp guffawed loudly. He gave Malcom a thump of his elbow, highly amused. “Ah, you Scots are ever randy bastards,” he said, and he took a hefty swig from his tankard. “As for me…” He set the tankard down with a hard thud. “I’ve not yet found a proper lady who could wet my whistle as well as my sister could.”
Startled by the proclamation, Malcom straightened in his chair.
Beauchamp must have anticipated an objection, because he said very quickly. “Not that I have ever or would ever, mind you.” He swiped his hand through the air. “My sister’s as chaste as the Virgin herself.”
By God. The wine must be getting to him, Malcom decided, because he suddenly had unspeakable images cavorting through his head, and it was quite a bit more distasteful than Beauchamp’s dirty wine. God help him. If he didn’t know better—know Beauchamp was too greedy to compromise his only sister—an asset—he would have to worry for the poor lass.
As it was, the erection that had begun to slowly tease him over the thought of Elspeth lying abovestairs in that bed, grew perfectly flaccid, and he was inordinately relieved when Beauchamp returned the conversation to Henry’s women. “So, what’s this I hear about Adeliza still scheming to put her stepdaughter on the throne? Meddling cow.”
Malcom tried harder to eradicate the distasteful images from his head. “I would put little credence in any such rumor. D’Aubigny would not stand for it. He’s Stephen’s loyal man.”
Eyeing the harpist, Beauchamp leaned backward in his chair. “Pah!” he said, throwing up a hand. “D’Aubigny is besotted by Henry’s widow. Did you not hear say he’s granted a shit pile of land at Wymondham to build the lady a leper hospital?
“And,” he continued, dredging up old news, “what of Matilda? At his lady’s behest, he allowed that nasty shrew to shelter at Arundel, and then he then let her go when Stephen bade him not to.”
“So he did,” Malcom said, growing impatient, though not merely with the conversation. It had been a long, long night and day, and he’d yet to get a good rest, and more and more he reconsidered the wisdom in hanging about. He had a father who could be dying, and he owed the man more than this, no matter what quarrels lay between them.
“I would have thought Stephen would charge him for that.”
“What would you have had him do?” Malcom asked, arching a brow, casting Beauchamp a pointed glance. “Stephen, himself, released his cousin twice. ’Tis why I serve the man. I admire the respect he bears his kin, and particularly his lady kin. Why would he then punish D’Aubigny when D’Aubigny is more loyal than most?”
Feeling judged, perhaps, Beauchamp grumbled. “Betimes our king is as flaccid as an old cock. But thankfully, he’s got that Welsh witch to see to him.”
Welsh witch…
Morwen.
Something teased at Malcom’s subconscious, though he couldn’t bring it to light—mostly because he was preoccupied with Elspeth. Every so oft, his eyes were drawn to the stairwell at the back of the hall, only hoping for a glimpse of the woman he’d so boldly claimed to be his bride.
Would she tell Dominique?
Would she confess all?
If, indeed, she did so, Malcom would have more explanations to make, because so far as Beauchamp knew, he’d wed her by leave of their king, and there was no one here but Elspeth who could possibly deny it. At long last, he spotted a flutter of movement at the back of the hall.
And there she was…
Dominique was the first to appear, leading the way, her smile beatific, as ever. Yes, indeed, the girl was quite lovely, with a kindly demeanor. She would make some man a fine, fine wife. And only for the briefest instant, he wondered how he could have rebuffed her… particularly if she, herself, needed saving, for even now, her brother’s jest sat like a pile of rot in Malcom’s gut.
But then Elspeth arrived behind her, and Dominique was forgotten. Setting down his cup as Elspeth descended the stairwell, he stood.
Her crimson dress was generously laced with silver threads. Her pale-red hair fell into two rich copper plaits at either side of her lovely face, interwoven with glittering ribbons that caught the torchlight. Her long red sleeves flowed gracefully behind her, like the wind catching at a flame, and the white of her chainse contrasted like purest snow against the blood-red of her surcoat.
Whatever Malcom might have anticipated… she’d surpassed his expectations by degrees, and he could but stare… mouth agape… blinking at the sight she presented.
“Elspeth,” he whispered with awe.
Only remembering himself belatedly—and the simple fact that he should not be so much surprised, considering she was meant to be his wife—he rushed across the dais to greet his bride, like a man, indeed, besotted.



Chapter
Seventeen

Even at this distance Elspeth recognized the look of approval on Malcom’s face, and it took her breath away. “You see my lady,” Dominique said, leaning close to whisper. “I have never, ever seen any man look at his lady that way. I only hope I can be so fortunate someday.”
Malcom stood tall on the dais—taller than any—looking very noble, standing beside the lord’s table, with his long sun-kissed hair unbound and curling about his swarthy face. He smiled with those full lips, and she blushed and gave her new friend a timid glance. “I hope so, as well,” she said for Dominque’s sake, and then she was suddenly overly pleased with herself, though she hadn’t any true reason why. Everything about this evening was false, including her place at Malcom’s side.
And yet, for the first time in Elspeth’s life, she felt like a princess, in truth, and all her troubles were swept aside. Never in her life had she been treated as a guest of honor.
In her father’s home, children were not to be seen. They took their meals altogether, apart from the rest of the household. And then, at the priory, no one ever had any special treatment—not even the monks. For their part, she and her sisters had been relegated to a single table, but they were not to take their repast until the men were all finished and left the hall.
At the moment, she felt like her sister Matilda, all bedecked in finery, and she wanted to run to the dais and hug Malcom—for what, she hadn’t any clue.
Alyss took her leave of them as she had a seat reserved among the lower tables. But there remained two places available at the lord’s table, one on either side of the seat of honor.
Dominique would be seated to the right of her lord brother; Elspeth would be to his left, sharing a trencher with Malcom… her husband.
For the moment, even the simple fact that she must be seated beside William Beauchamp did very little to dampen her mood. Tonight, with so much reverie, it was easier to hope that she had been mistaken about the lord of Amdel. Here in this room alone, the colors were like the dazzling lights of Caer Arianrhod—the Moon Goddess, who shone her night rainbow from her palace up on high. It was only after seeing that Malcom stood to greet them that Amdel’s lord rose as well. However, whilst he sat again very quickly, Malcom skirted around him, never taking his eyes off Elspeth, and came to procure her hand, kissing her sweetly, before leading her to her seat.
Elspeth’s heart beat so fiercely that she feared he would hear. The blood rushed through her temples like the swoosh of a waterfall.
“As ever, my… love… you are stunning,” he murmured so smoothly and silkily, and Elspeth’s breast filled with a halting breath. She swallowed as he turned to Lady Dominique, “Demoiselle,” he said pleasantly. “Art lovely this evening.”
“My Lord Aldergh,” Dominique returned with a smile, and her eyes gleamed with excitement as she turned to meet Elspeth’s gaze, winking—as though to say: I told you so.
Feeling flushed, Elspeth sat, but only after Dominique did, and Malcom remained standing until both women were seated, before assuming his place beside her.
That small courtesy was entirely lost to William, who then turned to Elspeth in his seat before greeting his sister and said, “I trust you slept well, Lady Aldergh?”
“Quite,” Elspeth said with a nod.
“My sister’s gown appears to have been fashioned especially for you,” he said, with undisguised admiration. In fact, he lifted his chin to peer down Elspeth’s gown, at the curve of her bosom, and she shrank back, leaning into Malcom, taking comfort in his proximity.
“Thank you,” she said.
The lady Dominique seemed to have no inkling about her brother’s rudeness. She smiled brightly. “I, too, have never seen a lady so fine!” she announced, with such genuine sincerity that Elspeth flushed to her toes. And from that moment on, the night passed like a dream.
If the vittles provided to them upstairs had seemed lean, the table before them was laden. There was, as Dominique claimed, a great big sow, and a fat pheasant, as yet untouched, with a great many plates surrounding it—including nuts, cheese, olives and bread. In truth, Elspeth had never seen so many elaborate dishes, with so many sauces, and she barely recognized most.
Also, the trenchers at the lord’s table were not made of bread, but wood and Elspeth complimented the setting and the meal, assuming the responsibility for its planning had fallen to Lady Dominique as the provisional chatelaine of this house.
Of course, Lady Dominique was delightful, and there was little she did or said that left Elspeth to wonder over her sincerity or generosity. And, for the most part, her brother comported himself well enough, if not a true gentleman.
Beside her, Malcom remained quiet and brooding—and may the fates forgive her, but whereas Elspeth shrank back from Beauchamp’s gaze, she found herself puffing her breast whenever she caught Malcom’s gaze, hoping he would glance. It gave her a singly perverse pleasure to tempt him—and why shouldn’t she? He was the one who’d claimed they were already wed, and of course, Beauchamp would expect a wife to be coy with her husband.
At any rate, Elspeth’s people were not prudes. She was a maiden still, but not because she feared coupling. She had been taught to revel in all that made her a woman. In fact, her ancestors were pagans, who, rather than be ashamed of the act of creating life, had been taught the act was sacred. The greatest gift to bestow upon the world itself was a child of her womb.
Of course, at the priory, they’d been forced to cover themselves in shame, but neither she nor her sisters had ever forgotten her grandmamau’s words: We are not placed on this earth to ask forgiveness for our sins, we are here to honor the Goddess with our gifts.
Right now, Elspeth felt a hunger in her womb, and she dared to revel in it… if only for the evening. She dared to love the way Malcom’s gaze lingered… and found herself breathless as they shared the meal.
Aside from the trencher, they also shared a goblet, and on one particular occasion they both reached for the glass at the same time. Elspeth gasped softly as his hand covered hers, and she held her breath as his fingers lingered, entwining with hers, caressing her…
She swallowed as gooseflesh erupted on her arms—and her breasts—then he withdrew with a knowing smile, allowing Elspeth to drink from the cup whilst he watched. She did so quickly, her lips and throat suddenly parched, then set the cup aside, and once again held her breath as Malcom lifted up the goblet in turn and spun the glass so that his lips fell upon the very spot where Elspeth’s lips had touched… He smiled at her.
Her heart leapt inside her breast, hurling itself against her ribs like a child with a tantrum, and only belatedly did she realize the folly of her actions. Sweet, sweet fates, but what seduction was she playing at? Would he later anticipate… more?
Swallowing convulsively, Elspeth turned away, overhearing Lady Dominique say to her brother that she wasn’t in the mood to play. And it was only then that Elspeth realized the music in the hall had stopped. She had been so attuned to Malcom that she hadn’t realized the entire room was staring expectantly at the lord’s table.
“Lady Aldergh, do you play?” William Beauchamp asked, again.
Elspeth blinked. “Play?”
“The harp, My Lady. The harpist has requested a song from my sister, but Lady Dominique claims the mood does not strike her and she bids you to play in her stead.”
Elspeth’s hand fluttered to her breast. “Me?” she asked. And, well, she did know how to play the harp, but it had been ages since she’d had the means to—not since her days at court. She couldn’t even be sure that her fingers knew how to span the chords.
“I would so dearly love to hear you play,” Dominque begged. “You are so lovely tonight and you deserve all the attention.”
Elspeth cast a beleaguered glance at Malcom, but Malcom only smiled. And thinking, perhaps, that she was begging his permission, he waved a hand toward the harp that lay waiting at the center of the hall. “Well,” she said. “I do know a song or two.”
Beauchamp also waved her toward the harp, urging her to play for them. “By all means,” he said, and still Elspeth hesitated, never having played for so many people all at once.
Finally, she stood, acutely aware of the hush that had fallen over the room as she moved across the dais and down the stairs. She heard whispers and murmurs as she passed.
One man said with a chuckle to his mate, “If she plays as beautifully as she looks, I myself will swoon like a lady at her feet.”
Forsooth! Her music skills were not so fine as her sister Seren’s. But then, everything Seren did was better than Elspeth—a fact that had never aggrieved her for a single day… until now.
As she moved across the room, she was very painfully aware of so many pairs of eyes upon her—and one more than all the rest. Malcom watched her intently as she took her seat behind the harp, and Elspeth lifted her gaze to him only once.
Goddess, help me… please.
After so, so long, she was afraid of what would come from her efforts. Very tentatively, she pressed her fingers to the strings, testing the sound. And, then, she closed her eyes, remembering the lessons of her youth, and simply let the music come forth…
She didn’t know many songs—only a few. Most were not suitable for good Christian ears. But everybody loved a faerie’s tale with adventure, so she sang a song about Cerridwen, the great priestess of Avalon, who some would claim was herself the Mother Goddess. She was not, of course, but she was still the greatest dewine the world had ever known.
To begin with, the story was clever and sweet… inspired by love. For want of a lover Cerridwen lured Tegid Foel onto her Isle of Avalon, and for a short time, they lived together in love and harmony and had a precious daughter they called Creirwy. Creirwy soon came to be known as the loveliest maiden in all the world. Alas, as the newness of their love passed, Cerridwen began to resent that Tegid longed for a life away from her precious Avalon. She soon became embittered, and her bitterness manifested itself in her son. They called this new child Morfran, for his countenance was hideous. And realizing she was the cause of her son’s misery, Cerridwen longed to gift her boy with something more precious than could be born of flesh and blood. She meant to inspire him with such artistry that it would make him even more beloved than his sister Creirwy. So… she prepared an Arwen potion for a year and a day, until, one sad, sad day, a boy called Gwion was busy stirring her pot, and out leapt a drop of the Arwen potion. Consequently, the wrong boy became enlightened, and foreseeing that the witch Goddess would attempt to destroy him for taking what should rightfully be due her son, he transformed himself into a hare. Cerridwen then became a greyhound to pursue him. Gwion became a fish. Elspeth’s fingers moved over the strings more urgently, to symbolize his flight. Cerridwen became an otter, and the boy became a bird. Cerridwen pursued him as a hawk, and finally, at last… She slowed her fingers, to a sad, sad melody, because Gwion, thinking himself too wise to be bested by an old Crone, turned himself into a grain of corn in a field and was thence devoured by Cerridwen in the form of a hen.
But the story was far from done, and in looking about the room, Elspeth saw that the hall was enraptured, so she continued… her eyes filling with tears—less for the story and more for the memories it brought… of herself seated by her grandmother’s skirts, watching her grandmamau play the harp. Flames ignited behind her lids, and she heard her grandmother’s screams, but she pushed away those memories and continued to sing…
In swallowing Gwion, Cerridwen came to be with child. She bore the boy nine months in her womb, all the while swearing she would kill him after he was born. But, then, once that day came, she realized she could not kill her lovely child, so she wrapped the boy in swaddling and cast him out to sea, where he was found by good king Elfin. Under Elfin’s tutelage, Gwion became a great, great bard known as Taliesin, whose radiant beauty was his curse, and whose progeny would forever share his burden. Some people knew him as Merlin.
But, of course, a beautiful man should be offered a beautiful lady to wife, and he was given to wed the loveliest lady in all the land, which happened to be Creirwy—Cerridwen’s own daughter. Alas, for the Witch Goddess, she and the Island of Avalon were swallowed by the sea, gone with the sweep of the Goddess Mother’s hand.
No one in the hall could have any notion that the tale Elspeth sang about was true, and thus she dared to sing all the rest, about how Taliesin built himself a fortress high in the Black Mountains, where he’d cherished his lovely bride.
But this is what Elspeth could never say: That fortress she sang about was Blackwood, and it was supposed to have been her legacy.
Alas, in surrendering to her hate and her need for retribution, Cerridwen forsook her Mother’s love and mercy, and became an outcast of both worlds. Poof went the Isle of Avalon, just the same as would happen to Blackwood… just the same as could happen to England…
To the Welsh, her grandmamau had borne another name. She was the White Witch of Bannau Brycheiniog, whose castel was raised so high that she was given vigil over the Endless Sea, and her signal fires were meant to warn Wales of approaching invaders. She was the guardian of all their land. When Elspeth had finished her story, there were tears streaming from her own eyes and down her cheeks. But her fingers remained on the strings, playing of their own accord.
Gentle, blurring, drifting, rushing, clear and brilliant, glittery and flowy, dull, and then mellow and sharp, splashing, cascading, reverberating…
After a while, she opened her eyes to find that the fiber of the room began to vibrate along with the strings of the harp. Startled, Elspeth plucked them again, but with trepidation, blinking as the fabric of the aether gave way to reveal her first true vision… a darkened room… pluck… a blood-stained bath… pluck… a body discarded on the floor… pluck… Morwen… in a blood-soaked tub. Pluck. And one final image appeared to her now—one of Rhiannon locked in an iron-barred tumbril…
“Morwen,” she whispered, and her fingers ceased to play all at once. The sound they made as they fell across the harp strings was as hideous as Morfran’s face.
Elspeth stood, feeling heady, and then suddenly she was afraid as the room began to spin away…
MALCOM LISTENED CONTENTEDLY to the music. The hall fell silent as Elspeth played, and he’d never heard a sound so sweet as her voice. He sat with bated breath, enchanted by every word.
Beside him, even Beauchamp hushed—at last leaving off with talk of politics.
When Elspeth stopped playing, he stood and made ready to applaud—as did most of the audience—but then she cocked her head as though she were looking at something strange, and her fingers returned to the strings… playing again… only this time without her song.
For an instant, he could well imagine that it could be the most beautiful music he’d ever heard—even more lovely than her song—serene, beguiling, haunting… like songbirds at the end of a long, hard winter… or the gush of a mountain waterfall… or a mournful reed on the still of a summer night. It was so easy to imagine that the sound of her music was as timeless as the land itself… a gift from god on high. And then suddenly, the melody ended in discord, and the sound was a cacophony. Elspeth stood, looking as pale as the sendal she wore, and Malcom recognized that look on her face, because she’d looked that way once before. He bounded from his seat, rushing around the table, and leaping over the edge of the dais.



Chapter
Eighteen

The vision of Rhiannon lingered, folding itself in and out of Elspeth’s consciousness and space. Her sister’s rueful amber eyes peered out between metal bars…
The piercing scent of sal ammoniac wafted into Elspeth’s dream and she stirred, opening heavy lidded eyes, only to shut them yet again, and once again, the scent of sal ammoniac swept beneath her nostrils, removing the veil of slumber once and for all. She sat upright, crying out. “Rhiannon!”
“Nay, lass, ’tis but Alyss,” Malcom said, urging her to lie back down, and then he told the anxious maid, “That will be all for now, Alyss. Thank you.”
“I will be near should you need me, lord,” Alyss said, and pinching her vial of sal ammoniac between her fingertips, she rushed away, casting Elspeth a worried glance.
Alas, Elspeth was far too unsettled to put the girl at ease. The door closed, and her hand grasped Malcom by the arm, pleading. “I must go back,” she said, and suddenly, per force, she inhaled a calming breath and closed her eyes, shutting out the fear.
No, no, no, she thought.
Why did you do this to me, Rhiannon?
She was ensorcelled—rendered helpless. Every time she even thought about returning to Llanthony, she wanted only to sleep—and sleep some more.
And yet… it was a strange lethargy that crept over her body, not her mind. She was very much aware of every sound and scent surrounding her… the flickering of the torch in its brace, Malcom’s unique male scent… He touched her hand, folding it neatly into his own, and Elspeth tried to squeeze it. “Elspeth?” he whispered, shaking her awake.
Elspeth’s eyes fluttered open, focusing on the man whose glittering gaze she was coming to know so well—and then suddenly, she understood: Look to your champion, Rhiannon had said.
Malcom was the only one who could help her now. Thanks to her sister, Elspeth couldn’t go back to Llanthony, and, if she tried, she would make the journey like a sack of grain, useless to everyone. But he could.
Malcom could go there. She reached out, grabbing him by the tunic, clutching him desperately. And yet, frustrated and frightened over the consequences of telling anyone her deepest secret, Elspeth pressed her head back into the pillow, released him, and tried not to weep. Unbidden, she remembered the day her mother had abandoned them at the priory. Elspeth was eleven, Rhiannon was nine, Seren was only seven and the twins were six.
“See you do not reveal yourself, or you will endanger everything I’ve worked for.”
“Aye mamau.”
“Someday I will reward you, but only if you are good.”
Elspeth had wondered then what terrible thing had she and her sisters done to be ushered out of their beds in the middle of night and hurried to some remote place where no one could ever find them. But, of course, her grandmother had been a kindhearted lady. If she could be punished so horrendously in front of so many gleeful people, what chance had Elspeth and her sisters?
Betimes, Elspeth could be wicked, so her mother said. She did things she wasn’t supposed to do—like sneak into the kitchen for bits of food for her sisters and fire the torches in the nursery because Seren was afraid of the dark.
“You are the eldest. ’Tis your responsibility. I have assured one and all that my mother’s wickedness has not spread to me or my daughters. Do not be tempted, Elspeth. Be certain your sisters are never tempted.”
“Aye mamau.”
And still she persisted. “Remember what happened to your grandmamau? This, too, will be your fate, and my fate, should you ever dare to defy me.”
“Aye mamau.”
“You will burn,” she’d continued angrily. “They will tie you to a wooden stake in front of all those laughing people, and no matter how you weep, they will burn you till your skin turns black and blisters off your bones.”
“Aye mamau.”
She squeezed Elspeth’s hand very cruelly. “Do you mean to bring your sisters harm?”
“Nay, mamau.
“Do you want to burn?” Elspeth didn’t answer quickly enough, and she squeezed her hand tighter and harder. “Do you?”
Elspeth swallowed, remembering her grandmother’s screams.
Nay Mamau!”
And all this while, as Elspeth was so diligent about keeping her sisters from indulging in the Craft, her mother was practicing the worst of the hud du.
Morwen was no White Witch. She was a child of the Death Crone whose beauty was only a glamour. She was a monster—a heartless, greedy beast. And this was an untenable position to be in—to have glimpsed such terror, and to know that a pythoness held her sisters’ destinies in her hand. Sweet, sweet fates! How could she ever have abandoned them? She was the eldest, and as the eldest she was responsible for them. She should have never allowed Rhiannon to convince her to leave. And now she wondered how much Rhiannon had known of their mother’s crimes. Her sister had been so desperate for Elspeth to go, but she must have believed she had it all in hand—or at least that’s what Elspeth hoped. Only now she wondered: Was it her intention all along to save them, and face Morwen alone?
Swallowing her grief, Elspeth understood now that their mother would stop at nothing to see her will done—including invoking the most hideous hud du. She had seen that clearly enough, and since none of her sisters would ever dare pay any such a price for the use of dark magik, none of them had any true recourse to fight Morwen alone.
Now Elspeth was at a loss as to what to do. And it wasn’t enough to simply warn them. She must find a way to remove them from the priory before Morwen arrived to claim them, and to do so, she must trust in Malcom’s good will—a man she had never set eyes upon before two days past.
Look to your champion…
CLEARLY, she was tormented, Malcom realized as he watched the play of emotions cross Elspeth’s features. But why?
What could he do to help? More than any other time in his life, he felt driven to serve. Anything—literally anything he could do, he would, and he must.
But hadn’t he proven as much?
Inexplicably, his own father could be dying, and, yet, he was here, with her…
Nay, it wasn’t merely that he was enamored of her look, even though he was. And what a vision she was lying in that cloud of scarlet, her crimson dress pillowing beneath her.
“Elspeth,” he said gently. “Do you know what ails you?”
She nodded, and Malcom suffered a moment of dread as he recalled her sleepy demeanor over the past few days. It was as though she’d suffered some sleeping sickness.
He had taken her brusque manner as a matter of consequence of their meeting, but, in truth, he was no less ill-mannered when he awoke in the mornings. And now it seemed to him that she was perpetually waking, and she was either ill, and she knew it… or… maybe… breeding…
Carrying d’Lucy’s bairn?
Christ, no, please!
Of course, neither option appealed to him, and if the latter were true, he would be forced to reconsider his position. For all he knew, d’Lucy was an honorable man—as honorable as he could possibly be as a commander of the Rex Militum. He was more honorable than Malcom, in truth, because Malcom was certain the man had never murdered his own grandfather.
And regardless of who might be the better man, far be it from Malcom to keep any man from his own bairn—not even if the mother should be Elspeth… not unless she had a very good reason.
And then another thought occurred to him: What if the child wasn’t d’Lucy’s? Betimes women were cloistered when a child was conceived without benefit of marriage. Was this even possible? He’d heard so many tales of ladies who’d been cast away by their families or kept hidden until the unwanted child could be born.
But none of that made sense, because all five sisters were sequestered together, not only Elspeth. They couldn’t all be breeding. And yet, as much as he loathed to ask, he felt he must. “Is it possible you could be with child?” he asked, holding his breath for her answer.
“Nay!” she cried, and Malcom was instantly relieved to see her color. “I am not,” she said, with such consternation and surety that he felt reassured.
But something was wrong. He could see it in the depths of her bonny eyes and sense it in her demeanor. “You can trust me, Elspeth. I have pledged myself to aid you.”
He spoke his next words from the depths of his heart. “I will be your champion,” he said, and then again, to be sure she knew he meant it. “I will be your champion, Elspeth.”
For all the sins he’d ever committed, Malcom was determined to do right by this woman. Leaving her to fend for herself was simply not an option, nor did he trust Beauchamp with her welfare. And still she seemed unwilling to speak.
“Elspeth?” he pleaded.
She turned watery eyes to his shoulder, avoiding his gaze. “I’m afraid,” she said, and then swallowed. “What ails me… is naught so simple as a babe.”
And her gaze lingered over the spot where Malcom’s wound had once been… and it struck him then… the impossible truth.
Elspeth healed him. How was that possible? It was as though she’d done so by witchery.
And the answer entered his head, unbidden. Because that was the answer: witchery.
He’d met a woman in Scotia once; her name was Una. Much like Elspeth, there had been something surreal about her—nothing he could put a finger to name, but if you were around her for any length of time, strange things occurred: rising mists, objects appearing in one place when you left them in another, and generally small things that defied explanation but were too mundane to worry over. Ever since meeting Elspeth, there had been a number of unusual occurrences—like the clearing of that fog in the woods, and the simple fact that she had predicted it so easily—as though she had known… or perhaps even conjured it.
But, of course, those things could easily be explained away as luck or coincidence… except the wound on his shoulder… and if wished to pretend it didn’t happen, he had the damaged hauberk and sherte to prove otherwise.
She seemed so reluctant to continue, so Malcom reached out to clasp her hand. “Tell me what ails you, Elspeth…”
You would not believe me.
Malcom blinked, hearing that voice again… that strange voice he’d heard that morning in the woods—a soft murmur that sounded more as though it were a memory of a whisper at his ear. He did not avert his gaze. “I would,” he said, responding, as though she’d spoken.
Surprised, her gaze snapped up to meet his. Her pupils widened, then darkened, and for a long, long instant, the silence in the room was deafening.
At long last, she turned away from him, and said, “Morwen… she’s my mother. She’s⁠—”
Malcom sat straight, daunted though he hadn’t anticipated it. “I know who she is,” he said. And still, as stunning as her disclosure might have been, he never expected what she revealed next.
“My father is King Henry.”
Malcom blinked. “Dead King Henry?”
Elspeth nodded, furrowing her brow, her lips thinning with displeasure. “My sisters and I have been sequestered for thirteen years, forgotten, until now that my mother has use of me.”
Henry, Henry?
Not that Malcom meant to give her pause, but he allowed his hand to fall away from hers, only considering the king who’d once abducted him from his home as a wee boy of six. Henry Beauclerc was the reason Malcom agreed to fight Matilda. He could not in good conscience back a king—or queen—who would stoop to such an ignoble deed as to wrest a child from his home and use him for politikal means. It was also why he’d never felt any compunction over not serving David. The two kings—brothers by law—had schemed to put Malcom into Henry’s court so they could barter with Malcom’s father. Say what they would about Stephen, the man had a far nobler sense of justice, even if his virtue might, in fact, be responsible for prolonging this untenable war. But, least he didn’t have the blood of women and children on his hands.
Elspeth’s confession explained so much: her betrothal to d’Lucy, as well as her aversion to Stephen… and now he recalled what she’d said that morning he’d met her in the woods: My fath—Henry would turn in his grave to hear you say such a thing. She had evidently meant to say my father. Malcom had been too dull-witted to catch her slip. But, of course. Why else would five girls be ensconced in a well-endowed priory in Wales—a monastery run by King Henry’s old chaplain?
“And your sisters?”
She nodded again, though now she would not face him, perhaps afraid to meet his gaze. “We are all daughters of Henry,” she confessed. “Daughters of Morwen. Daughters of Avalon as well.” And then she buried her face in her hands and wept.



Chapter
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Elspeth sobbed quietly.
For better or worse, now the truth was spent. She had confessed herself to this man—this stranger who’d been placed in her path—her champion so Rhiannon had claimed.
After all, she’d placed herself—and her sisters—at risk, and for all their differences, she should not be trusting this man, or any man.
She couldn’t look at him now for fear of the repulsion she’d spy in his eyes, for Elspeth was truly someone to be reviled according to the faith of this land.
And what was more, she was kin to a king whose daughter Malcom fought so vehemently to oppose—in favor of a blackguard who’d stolen her father’s throne.
For that matter, despite his pretty title, he was a Scots-born mercenary, who’d sworn his allegiance to her cousin. If he should decide to forsake her here and now, there would be naught she could do. For all that was said and done, theirs was an impossible bond.
Once again, Malcom placed a hand on hers, reassuring her, and Elspeth dared to lift her gaze to his, tears glistening in her eyes. Only, by the look on his face, she realized that, somehow, he had already gleaned so much of what she’d yet to say.
Could it be that he would not revile her? Could it be that despite their differences, he would stand for her? Look to your champion, Rhiannon had said. Look to your champion.
Daring to trust him, Elspeth willed Malcom to open his heart to the truth, because she understood now that if she didn’t place herself at his mercy, she would remain powerless to do aught to help her sisters. For better, or worse, he was her champion in truth.
“You healed my wound,” he said, acknowledging his suspicions, and it wasn’t a question, Elspeth realized.
She nodded soberly. “Whilst you slept.”
He studied her a long moment, shaking his head. “I would not believe it had I not witnessed it with my own two eyes. Witchery, I presume?”
Elspeth winced. She didn’t like that word, but mostly because of what it meant to others. She was a dewine, a child of the Earth Mother—a Maiden pledged to the hud. But for all he knew of the Craft, witchery was as good as any word she might use.
Taking a deep, deep breath, she confessed it all. All the while, Malcom listened… with a hand to his shoulder, rubbing idly at the spot where his wound had been, as though requiring proof.
But of course he would! It was not something he could swiftly embrace.
Only fearing she would lose her nerve if she stopped to consider what she was doing, she rushed on to tell him the rest—everything, everything, including the vision she’d had about her mother and her sister. Alas, some things were greater than the sum of one, she realized—or even five—and now she understood that Morwen was building herself a dynasty unlike any that Cerridwen had ever aspired to, and unless she and her sisters prevented it, Morwen, herself, would someday rule Britain. Her poppets would be kings.
To all her revelations, Malcom merely listened, and if he believed she could be tetched in the head, he didn’t say so. To the contrary, he seemed to be taking her seriously, and when Elspeth told him about her vision, the color drained from his face. “Do you know where she could be?”
“En route to the priory, I presume.”
He made a gesture toward his head, then tapped a finger at his temple and twirled them. “Can’t you warn your sisters, somehow? Speak to their minds, as you did with me?”
Elspeth shook her head, frowning. “It doesn’t work that way, Malcom. Though I am quite certain they already know. Even if Rhiannon has not seen it, Morwen was bound to hie there as soon as she learned. We knew the very day I left that she was bound to go.”
He rubbed at his chin, considering all that she’d said. “I have heard much tittle-tattle about your mother, though I never believed it.”
“Aye, well, you must believe it,” Elspeth told him. “She is treacherous and there is much more I could say, but I would not have you look at me the same way you would look at her.”
“I see,” he said, raking a hand through his hair.
“I am not some evil sorceress, Malcom… I am a dewine,” she explained. “Born of the blood of Avalon. I cannot turn anyone into a toad, nor can I create something from nothing.”
His brow furrowed. “What can you do?”
Elspeth shrugged. “Not as much as my sister, more than you.”
“That tells me naught, spinner of words.” He smiled. And yet despite the smile, his blue eyes were full of turmoil—believing her, not believing her. But, thankfully, he did not seem to be afraid of her, because it was fear that was ultimately responsible for all the atrocities men had committed against her people. But he was conflicted, she realized, and his eyes needed to see to believe.
Resigning herself to the fact that most men were not born to comprehend this long-buried part of their beings, Elspeth prepared to show him. But there was only so much she could do without a proper ritual. Still, determined to win him, she held his gaze, willing him to believe, and without any movement on her part, she cast out the torches—all of them—bathing the room in shadows.
“Did you do that?”
“Aye.”
In the darkness, she heard him swallow, and then and only then did she return the flames to the torch, but only to one—the one closest to the door.
And just to be sure, she fed the remaining torch her force, until the flames rose high enough to lick the ceiling, brightening the room so it looked like the inside of a kiln. Only after she was satisfied that he understood it was her doing, she returned the flame to its natural state, and revived the cressets. With a furrowed brow, Malcom peered up at the ceiling, at the black soot she’d left behind and stared in wonder. But, lest he mistake the truth, she said, “I am little different from you, Malcom. We are both children of the Goddess, save that you and your people have forgotten her, and she has forsaken you. You must believe in magik, or it cannot exist.”
“And your song?”
“All true, though men will doubt it—as you must doubt me.”
He rubbed his brow. “I cannot say I am clear on the particulars,” he confessed. “But I do not doubt you, Elspeth. Only tell me what you need of me, and I have said I would help.”
Tears of gratitude sprang to her eyes. “Thanks to my sister, I cannot return to Wales,” she confessed. “So I must ask it of you in my stead.”
He dropped his hand into his lap. “You want me to go back to Wales?”
Elspeth nodded. “To Llanthony,” she explained, and, with a dull ache in her heart, she reached out, brushing a hand over Malcom’s forehead, over his scar, begging him, despite knowing full well that this one bit of guile was the one charm no woman should ever abuse. And yet she was desperate, and she would give anything—including her body—if Malcom would but champion her sisters as well. “I would have you bring them north,” she said.
He was quiet a long moment, and then his lips curved ever so slightly. “How far north? he asked, and Elspeth dared to grin, realizing he was jesting with her.
“As far north as you mean to go,” she said, withdrawing her hand, but he placed his hand over hers, pressing her palm to his face, and sliding it to his cheek. Despite his moment of good humor, he said very soberly, “You would have me interfere in my king’s affairs?”
Elspeth begged with her eyes. “I cannot abandon my sisters,” she said. “If you will not go, I must try.” And then, rising to her knees on the bed, she looked Malcom straight in the eyes.
She didn’t know what it was she meant to say… or do… but she would do or say anything to sway him. “Please, Malcom…”
LIKE AN ANGEL’S TOUCH, the hand on Malcom’s cheek compelled him—and even more irresistible was the way she regarded him, with those watery violet eyes.
God’s truth, he didn’t know how or why, but he was bound to this woman, for better or worse, and he was beginning to fear it would be for the worst. Cael d’Lucy. King Stephen. Morwen. The list of his potential enemies was growing by the second.
A maelstrom of thoughts whirred through his brain—confusing thoughts he daren’t give credence or voice to… but one thing he was not confused about was the way he felt about Elspeth.
She sat before him, as bewitching as any siren, her crimson gown spilling behind her, and her golden-red curls catching the torchlight like copper threads.
When she leaned forward so unexpectedly to press her lips to his, Malcom discovered he couldn’t deny her—or himself—and no matter that he suspected her motives, he pulled her into his embrace, like a man starved. If she were some pagan goddess, bent on seducing him to her will, he would no more refuse her than he could have abandoned her in Wales.
At the touch of her lips, every part of him shuddered. Her kiss aroused a hunger inside him he didn’t wish to deny. Heat suffused his loins as desire consumed him, and by all that was holy, if she had bewitched him, Malcom didn’t bloody care. In that instant, he would have walked through the very fires of hell for her, and he would do anything she asked—anything, including betray his king. After all, if a man was not fighting for his home and his people… who the hell should he fight for?
Kissing her deeply, tasting the depths of her sweet, sweet mouth, Malcom prayed she would not tease him, and, then, somehow, sanity returned, and he managed to get hold of himself and push her gently away, fighting his desire to take her here and now.
Never in his life had he taken advantage of any lass in need and he didn’t intend to begin now.
Suddenly, he didn’t know if he was angrier over the fact that she would tempt him, or that he so desperately wanted to engage her. But more importantly, he would do exactly as she bade him. “You need not pay me in such a manner, Elspeth. I will go,” he said, rising from the bed, abandoning her with arms wide.
Her luminous eyes were glassy with passion, and some part of him wondered how well-versed she was in the art of seduction—certainly she knew her part well enough to seduce him. The evidence of his lust could hardly be missed. He was hard as stone, and not even his tight breeches could hide it. He longed to free himself and feel her sweet lips in places too wicked to say.
His eyes glittered fiercely, but not with malice. And regardless, his words were far from affectionate. “I will do all you ask of me and more,” he promised. “But on the day you lie beneath me, Elspeth, that day you’ll be mine. Heed me well, I’ll not turn you away next time, so think on that whilst I am gone.” He swiped a hand across his mouth, to erase the taste of her lips, afraid that if he could taste her he might refuse to go.
ELSPETH SAT, reeling.
If she’d meant only to persuade him, their kiss affected her more deeply than she could have possibly foreseen. Through the haze of her passion, she felt his withdrawal acutely like the severing of a limb. And then she realized what he’d said, and her eyes grew round. “You will go?”
“Aye,” he said. “I will go.”
“What will you tell Beauchamp?”
“I will say you are with child—my child,” he said vehemently. “And having only discovered this fact, I am returning now to fetch your sisters, before we travel too far north. You will have need of them in your confinement.”
Stunned, Elspeth stared at him, her fingers drifting to her mouth. Already, her lips were swelling over the fervor of their kiss, and her body ached for him in ways she could not comprehend. And yet, far more than she craved Malcom’s kisses, she coveted her sisters’ safety.
He took a dagger from his boot and set it on the table. “For you,” he said. “I have no cause to believe you will have need for it, or I’d never leave you, but here you are, just in case.”
And then he went after his saddlebag and searched for and found a few silver and gold coins, discarding them, too, atop the table. In all, six coins fell from his fingertips. “Again, should you have need of them.”
Elspeth sank from her knees, watching with wide eyes.



Chapter
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Driven by something he could not explain, Malcom returned to the bed, putting a hand to Elspeth’s cheek as he asked, “Could you see me as your lord husband, Elspeth?”
“What are you asking, Malcom?”
Of course, he was asking her precisely what it sounded as though he were asking. He would protect her in truth. He would give her his name. If, for whatever reason he did not return from Wales, he wanted Elspeth to have somewhere to go.
He stared at the girl he’d known for so short a time, suspecting that nothing that had transpired since the morning he’d met her was an accident. He was meant to be with her, and if he did not believe this, he would not have claimed her as his wife. Those words had slipped from his tongue as easily as soap from wet fingers. So, yes, he wanted her to be his wife. On a whim, listening to his gut, he got up and pulled the ruined sherte from his saddlebag. He tore the hem into one long strip, then ripped that strip in half. Then, with both ribbons in his hand, he moved to the bed and sat so that he faced Elspeth. “I would give you the protection of my name,” he said.
“What—”
He put a hand to her lips to hush her. “Listen to me, Elspeth. Only hear me out. I am a man unwed and now unbetrothed. I have spent the past ten years denying every bride’s name put before me, and I have found fault with every lady with no just cause. When I so easily claimed you were my bride, those words came unbidden from my tongue, and I can only think ’tis because it is meant to be so.” She stared at him, blinking, and he asked her again. “Could you see me as your lord husband?”
Wide eyed, Elspeth shook her head, but he sensed it was her confusion, not a denial, so he reached out to take her hand. “Be my wife. Wed me here and now.”
“Malcom… I don’t understand.”
Malcom laid one of his ribbons over her wrist, leaving it unbound as he explained. “It is my people’s custom to handfast. Whilst these vows must never be spoken lightly, they are lawful and true, and they are recognized by king and Church, so long as both husband and wife acknowledge they are bound.” He handed her the other ribbon, entreating her to take it, and she did so, her eyes round and bright as heather.
“It was the same with my people in the old days,” she confessed, holding her part of the ribbon before her, and neither did she shrug the one from her wrist. Malcom found himself desperate to convince her. “Men and women have been bound this way since long before there were priests in our land.”
ELSPETH HELD HER BREATH.
Somewhere, deep down, a tiny bubble of joy formed—relief, but joy as well, though not merely because she would have a true protector. She did, indeed, feel bonded to this man—in ways she couldn’t explain. But… what if this was all Rhiannon’s enchantment, and he would come to regret it later? And yet, for her part, she could never regret doing aught to help her sisters. She would lay herself prostrate before king and country and readily sacrifice herself to save their lives.
But… this… this was hardly any sacrifice. Malcom was a man any woman would be pleased to wed—even Dominique had said so. And despite that Lady Dominique had accepted their news so easily, it was clear to Elspeth that the girl had very much relished the thought of a marriage to Malcom. She’d hoped so much that she’d gone so far as to sew him a tunic as a wedding gift… and then she so selflessly gave it to Elspeth to give to him.
Perhaps he mistook her silence for reluctance because he endeavored to convince her. He held up his ribbon. “This would bind us as man and wife for one year and one day. If you find yourself regretting the marriage, I will release you from your vows without question.”
Married. Here? Now?
In the unlikeliest of places?
The notion was unthinkable. How could she have ever aspired to such a thing? Had Rhiannon known this would happen? Swallowing, Elspeth asked, “Are you not worried your king will be angry?”
“Are you?”
Elspeth shook her head quickly, for nay, she was not. She had no concern at all for what her cousin might or might not think of her. But that Malcom would do such a selfless thing for her—bind himself to her as a husband when it served him not at all. It made so little sense—no sense for him, but it solved so much for her.
And, of course, she was not a very good liar; if he would leave her in this place with Beauchamp, it would help to know they were truly wed. “Art certain?”
He smiled darkly. “As certain as any man could be who would wed a witch, though we haven’t time to debate this, have we?”
Elspeth’s face fell, so did her hopes. He’d said it as a jest, but it wasn’t particularly amusing—not to her, not when the very notion of a witch brought out the worst in others.
Malcom reached out, lifting her chin. “In one year’s time, we’ll each have the means to end this, should we wish to,” he promised. “But in the meantime, if aught should happen to me whilst I am gone, you should take this…” He removed the signet ring from his finger and handed it to Elspeth. “Take it to my kinsmen in Chreagach Mhor and they will know what to do to help you claim what is rightfully your due as my lawful bride.”
Stunned, Elspeth took the sigil ring from his fingers, displacing the ribbon from her wrist. But Malcom lifted it up, handing it back to her, leaving the onus on her.
“If tis what you truly wish, I am grateful,” Elspeth said gently. “I, too, promise to release you if it be your wish.”
He smiled again. “Unless you have beguiled me, Lady Elspeth, I cannot see it will be so.”
But that, in truth, made Elspeth long to cry. He was beguiled, though not by her. And yet, she could not turn him away when she needed his help so desperately. She nodded, knowing that once the time arrived, she would set him free.
He started to bind her wrist and Elspeth shook herself free. “Oh! Wait! Wait!”
If, indeed, this was meant to be, she would have him remember this moment as fondly as he was able. Remembering the tunic Dominique sewed for him, she scrambled from the bed to retrieve it from the chair where she’d placed it. And, as strange as it felt to be giving him a bridal gift from the woman he was supposed to have wed, she unfurled it to show him.
“A gift for you… from Lady Dominique.” A match to the dress Elspeth had worn tonight, and it was only now that she saw them together that she realized they were meant to be a pair. She was wearing Dominique’s wedding gown. “It seems oddly fitting you should wear it now.”
Malcom lifted both brows but took the garment from her hands. He considered it briefly before setting it back down on the bed, and for a long moment, Elspeth feared he would rescind his offer, in favor of the woman who’d fashioned such a generous gift.
But then, he removed the tunic he wore, and traded his plain one for Dominique’s finely sewn regalia. Once he had it on, he smoothed a palm over the embroidered front and said with a sheepish grin, “If I did not know better, I would think this preordained.”
Aye, that, or her sister’s spell had robbed him and Lady Dominique of their future together, but Elspeth dared not speak those thoughts out loud, lest he change his mind. He offered her his wrist and she accepted his offer, lifting up her ribbon to bind it around his wrist.
“Do you enter this union freely, bringing truth, love and trust?”
There was nothing in those words that gave Elspeth a moment’s pause. “I do,” she said, as she then wrapped her ribbon about his wrist, binding it with a knot. And then afterward, she offered up her own wrist, and asked, “Do you enter this union freely, bringing truth, love and trust?”
Malcom lifted up his ribbon from the bed, wrapping it gently about her wrist and then tying it firmly with a binding knot. “I do,” he said.

Fear makes the wolf bigger than he is.
—German Proverb
“BURY him deep so he cannot claw his way out,” I say, sensing Bran’s presence. The raven is watching from his perch nearby, cocking his sleek black head at the gathering in this copse. “Not so deep you’ll crush his bones, please.” But I wonder: Will he suffocate? Fresh from my bath, the cool night air teases the still-damp wisps at my nape as I consider this possibility.
Mordecai suggests, “We can put him in a box?”
The innkeeper peers back at me in question, shovel poised in midair. “I’ve still the one ye asked me to build,” he says timidly, and I smile, because it is his casket, made by his own hands—a task I set before him some years past to make a salient point.
“It’ll do,” I say, and add very sweetly, “You’ll have plenty of time to build another.”
“Aye, m’lady. Should I go get it?”
“Nay, my dear. I’ll send Mordecai.”
But I have no need to speak the command. Without a word, Mordecai turns and heads toward the stable, his gait unhurried. He knows the digging will be slow with only two men. It is not as though this is his first time.
“Aye, m’lady,” says the gravedigger, and without another word, recommences shoveling. Following his lead, the kitchen boy lifts his shovel as well, and the two men fall into a rhythm as ancient and titillating as a Beltane song.
Whoosht. Thwack. Crunch. Whoosht. Thwack. Crunch. Whoosht.
Their shovels, both in cadence, glimmer where the metal is worn to a shine—costly tools, used too oft to settle for cheap wood.
By now, the gravedigger has grown accustomed to this task, but tonight will be different. I want this man to remain alive, and more; I want him to be so very grateful for the gift of his life that he will serve me in perpetuity. I think of him rolled in his shroud, laying in a box, beneath the dark, cold ground, and I smile, reveling in the fear I know he will feel as heap after heap of soil is tossed upon his grave. Darker, and darker. Darker and darker.
Whoosht. Thwack. Crunch. Whoosht. Thwack. Crunch. Whoosht.
I fan myself over the thought, realizing that he must think himself dead already, because his muscles have been paralyzed to the point his lungs will not soon fill, and his heartbeat is so timid that his extremities are growing cold as the ground surrounding him.
I fiddle with my ring, thinking it past time to hunt more newts and moon snails. If this works, I will, indeed, have succeeded in creating the first of my meirw byw—my living dead. Men whose lives will be indebted to me and only to me. Men who will remember the utter and overwhelming terror of their own deaths and remember… always remember…
It is I who will resurrect him.
It is I who will return him to the cold, dark ground if he should defy me.
Of course, he’ll never know ’tis a ruse. He will remain in that state of suspended animation until I return for him, aware of every lengthening second down in that deep, dank hole.
Whoosht. Thwack. Crunch. Whoosht. Thwack. Crunch. Whoosht.
I will be his delivering angel. I will be the one who returns him to the light, gently brushing the worms from his shroud. And he will love me, even as he fears me.
I shall be his Maker.
I spy fear in the eyes of the kitchen boy and realize he’s seen too much. What a terrible pity. Alas, he refuses to look at me even though I stand half-clad, with my breasts high beneath my gossamer gown and my dark hair shining beneath the pale halfmoon. I sigh loudly. And soon enough, when Mordecai returns, wheeling over the casket, I wave him forward, and whisper quietly into his ear. “Let the boy finish, then dispose of him. I shall have no need of him, after all.”
“Won’t you be returning to your room for a bath, m’dame?”
“Nay,” I say. “There isn’t time. I would fetch my daughters and return before the poison fades.”
“Very well, m’dame,” he says. “I will see it done.” And then he turns to leave as I hear a squawk from the nearby trees.
“Oh, and Mordecai… please see that Bran is fed.”
As though he anticipates the feast to come, a shadow passes over the moon as my familiar, my sweet raven, Bran, soars overhead, wings outstretched.
Blooded biscuits are his favorite and there will be plenty to share.



Chapter
Twenty-One

All that night, Malcom held Elspeth until she slept. When she awoke in the wee hours of the morn, she knew before opening her eyes… he was gone.
The bed beside her was cold as she slid her palm across the unsullied sheets. But, of course, no one should have expected to find virgin’s blood in their bed. As far as everyone knew, they were already wed. And, even so, it surprised Elspeth that Malcom had not expected her to consummate their union. Though she was grateful for the courtesy, she remained confounded by the fact that he would risk so much without any expectations. Naturally, it reinforced her fear that Rhiannon’s spell was responsible for his actions. He was beguiled—there was no other explanation for it.
Lifting her wrist to examine the ribbon he’d bound there, she reverently fingered the tattered cloth. It was simple—not silk, or sendal or any such fabric. It was but camlet, soft and worn with age, and yet it smelled like Malcom.
She brought her wrist to her nostrils to inhale deeply of his scent, wondering where he would be now. On the journey from Wales, it had taken them most of the day to arrive here from Llanthony, so it stood to reason that he wouldn’t arrive there till late this evening.
Be swift and strong, she called to Merry Bells.
Carry him safely there and back…
To me.
Closing her eyes, she thought about the kiss they’d shared… so impassioned… so hungry… so painfully real. Dare she hope?
It was just that… it didn’t seem possible Rhiannon could change Elspeth’s heart—or his—so completely from so far away. And yet, as with her mother, she clearly didn’t know what her sister was capable of. And by the same token, there was a lot she didn’t know about her own abilities, much less what was possible with the hud. For example: Why had she suddenly been granted visions when she’d never had any before? Could it be that she had been lazy in Rhiannon’s presence? Taking for granted that her sister was the stronger one? Or mayhap it was a matter of self-preservation. Like her native tongue, Elspeth had trained herself to forget these things, not so much in order to belong, but more to hide. If no one noticed her and her sisters, no one could harm them.
During that first year after their arrival at the priory, they had taken such great pains to shed all trace of their dewine heritage. Elspeth particularly, but they’d tried so hard to belong, attending prayers all day long, in hopes that Ersinius might advise their mother to bring them home.
Very soon it became apparent that this would never happen, and still Elspeth had cautioned her sisters against any behavior that could be construed as aberrant. She had been diligent in keeping her sisters safe, and to be safe meant that they must do precisely as Morwen had advised.
Do not be tempted, Elspeth… be certain your sisters are never tempted.
Only later, once it became clear that she and her sisters were never leaving the priory—not until their mother found a good use for them, they grew lax, sometimes practicing spells alone in their cottage. But even then, they had been careful to hide the Craft.
Only Rhiannon had ever dared test the boundaries, defying their mother’s mandate, and practicing whenever she could: a wiggled finger to move a pile of dirt in the garden, a loving glance to urge a seedling to burrow deeper, an explosion of flames in the hearth, a garden snake compelled to curl itself around Ersinius’ shoes, an unexpected breeze on a hot day—very small things.
She and her sisters each had their predominant powers: For Elspeth this was her reading of auras and her affinity with animals. For Seren it was her talent for healing and all things apothecary. For Rose it was her affinity for elementals. She could turn a mist into freezing rain and cover a windowpane with frost in the middle of summer, bring a dew to puddle in the crook of a leaf without the first drop of rain. For Arwyn’s part, her mastery was her charm. She could look a man in the eyes and entreat him to believe whatever she willed him to. But Rhiannon… Rhiannon could do all this and more.
Without having possession of their grimoire it was impossible to say what else they might do, and there was no way to practice. The recipes were ancient and hidden to anyone but those who bore the blood of a dewine. Unlike the grimoire they had begun to make at Llanthony, the Book of Secrets was bound by blood magic, and to anyone who opened it without right, it looked to be no more than ruined scripture, faded with age and stained by watermarks. Elspeth herself had only had the opportunity to open it once in her lifetime, under her grandmother’s supervision. She would never forget the beauty of those pages, or the spell to open the pages.
A drop of my blood to open or close,
Speak now the song of ancient prose.
Shadows be gone, words reveal
The mysteries of life my book conceals.
Elspeth used to chant those words like prayer, and despite that she never again caressed the soft leather binding, or never did try to prick her own finger to join her blood to the dark-stained cover like so many of her ancestors, she often imagined herself doing so.
But now… the grimoire was in Morwen’s possession, and one thing was certain: Not in a thousand years would she have guessed at her mother’s perfidy.
So then, could it be possible that Elspeth simply hadn’t wished to know the things Rhiannon knew? And regardless, whatever blinders she’d worn before last evening, they no longer served her, and she had a terrifying sense that something dreadful was looming—something dark and vile… something her mother had unleashed the day she’d embraced the hud du.
But much to her dismay, Elspeth didn’t know how to prevent it, or how to warn folks, whose hearts and minds had already turned against them.
Speaking out as a dewine was not an option. She would find herself locked away as Rhiannon might well be or bound to a stake with flames dancing about her feet.
Her thoughts returned to Malcom.
As surely as Rhiannon had summoned him, Elspeth was equally certain she had also beguiled him, but she didn’t know how, because as far as she knew most such spells were not castable outside proximity. However, her sister was proving to be quite gifted. While a charm spell was not so powerful it could make someone love where he would loathe, it was certainly possible to heighten the senses and sweeten his ardor, so that he believed he had deeper feelings than he actually did. And if this was true, it was equally possible that once the spell was broken, Malcom would sorely regret having bound himself to Elspeth. And once he came to his senses, he could well repudiate her.
And more, he could regret having repudiated Lady Dominique as well. Those two could never be wed now, because of Elspeth. And despite that Elspeth was grateful for Malcom’s protection, what now if Lady Dominique should find herself bound to a man who meant to harm her? Any ill that befell that sweet girl because of their interference, the fault would lie squarely on Elspeth’s shoulders and the Law of Three would not be kind.
Alas, what was done was done. No good could come of her brooding.
She arose from the bed and tied back the drapes to let in the sun. Then, she bathed herself in the cold water left in their basin. It was as sour as the wine they’d drunk last evening, and she smelled like vin aigre when she was finished, but at least she was clean.
She dressed herself in the beautiful gown Dominique gave her and hid the remainder of their garments under the bed, along with the hauberk Malcom removed from his bag, so that Merry Bells could travel unencumbered. It was either that or leave the heavy cloak, and he’d taken the cloak, instead, so he could use it by night for warmth. Precisely as he said he would, he left her his grandfather’s ring—just in case. But how could she ever dare arrive on his kinsmen’s doorstep and demand they help her secure Malcom’s demesne?
Please, Goddess, don’t let anything happen to him, she begged as she examined the ring he’d left her.
Regrettably, it didn’t fit any of her fingers, and she didn’t wish to lose it, so she tore a few more shreds of Malcom’s ruined sherte and made herself a thin, tight braid, long enough to hang around her neck. That done, she threaded the ring through the braided necklace, then tied it securely about her neck so that it hung low enough to conceal between her breasts.
And simply because the sherte was already ruined, she took another patch to fashion herself a small purse to keep for her herbs, tying it with one of the silver ribbons Dominique gave her.
Once she was finished, she straightened the room a bit, and after a while, both Lady Dominique and Alyss came calling. Luckily for Elspeth she had no need to explain Malcom’s absence. They already knew. “My dear, you gave us such a scare,” Dominique said, as she entered the room, clasping Elspeth’s cold hands. “But how exciting to know you are with child!”
“I… I am sorry,” Elspeth said, her brows slanting. And, in truth, she was, not the least for which: She was lying. She was not breeding!

MUCH TO MALCOM’S RELIEF, Merry Bells seemed spry and eager to travel, almost as though Elspeth herself had inspired the animal. Driven by a growing sense of peril, he stopped only when he must and made the eight-hour journey in little more than five hours, reaching the Vale of Ewyas as the Llanthony bells tolled the sixth hour.
His head reeled with all that he’d learned, but if he needed proof of the events of the past days, the tunic he wore reassured him: It was not just a fevered dream, inspired by a wound he’d taken to his shoulder.
He did believe her, he reassured himself. Though, of course, he must harbor a doubt. Any sane man would question the things he’d seen and heard.
And nevertheless, there must be mysteries men could never conceive for what was faith in God, after all, but a belief in things unseen?
Wearing the tunic emblazoned with his sigil—chagrined over such a generous gift from a woman he’d rebuffed—he approached the priory gates and found the inner courtyard bustling with activity. The dispensation he had from Stephen gave him plausible cause to be in the area, so he decided his best recourse was to speak directly to the chaplain.
Entering behind him through the gates, a procession of men carried buckets of thrashing fish. To one side of the courtyard stood a swarthy-skinned clothier with a wagon laden with brightly colored cloth spilling over one side—crimson and emerald, sapphire blue, some woven with glimmering threads of silver, copper and gold. The material caught the afternoon sun with a hard, probing glint. It would seem a priory should be the last place for such a merchant. And nevertheless, there he was, and along with him there appeared to be many other merchants, either coming or going. And despite the number of visitants, there were no women to be found amongst them—certainly none that would appear to be Elspeth’s sisters.
Awaiting the chaplain, he stared down at the finger, where he normally wore his mother’s ring, considering how easily he had parted with the heirloom. In complete juxtaposition, he’d spent three years poring over his intentions toward Dominque, and never found himself anything less than reluctant. Obviously, she’d been anticipating a proposal. But having known her a good five years or more—since she was twelve—Malcom could never think of her as aught more than a child. Certainly, he didn’t feel for her what he felt for Elspeth after just three short days.
He didn’t have to wait long. Within minutes, Ersinius himself emerged to greet him, bidding him enter and rest awhile—there was plenty of ale to be had, so he said.
If, in truth, Malcom had expected the man to be taciturn and secretive, he was anything but. Bumbling and old, perhaps, but his mood was jovial, and if he’d found himself embroiled in some conspiracy, you’d never have guessed so by his temperament.
“Come, along, come along!” he bade Malcom, pulling at his long, white beard. “’Tis been overlong since we’ve been graced by such an esteemed guest.”
Wanting nothing more than to inquire about Elspeth’s sisters and be gone, Malcom nevertheless appeased the old man, following him into his hall, biding his time. If he must search the entire premise, he would do so, in due time.
“So my Lord Aldergh, do tell… what brings you to Llanthony,” asked the priest once Malcom was comfortably seated at his table. But then he clapped his hands to order a servant to fetch vittles and wine. “Dear boy, you must pardon me,” he said. “We’ve not had much cause of late to remember our manners.” Malcom blinked. It had been overlong since anyone had called Malcom a boy, but he let it pass, thinking Ersinius too old to rebuke. God knew, the man must be one-hundred if he were a single day, and if Malcom recalled aright, he was the one who’d come to Aldergh all those years ago to prepare him for his journey to court. He must have been sixty, even then.
Malcom sat back, studying the man’s demeanor, considering the wisdom in reminding Ersinius of their previous encounter. “You seem well enough called upon today,” he said, instead.
Ersinius swished a silk-robed hand. “Fish today, alesmen on Wednesdays. No one of any import.” But then he peered down at his long flowing sleeve, sweeping it about like a banner. “Do you like this?” he inquired. “A gift from… a dear, dear friend. Of course, you must know I am summoned now and again to call upon the king and I’d not show myself wearing rags.”
Malcom nodded. “Impressive,” he said, looking closer at the white on white pattern on the fabric as he wondered what “friend” had gifted such a rich cloth to a clergyman. “Is that dyaspin?”
The old man’s lips formed a lopsided grin. “Why, yes! Yes, it is,” he said, and he pointed to Malcom’s scarlet tunic. “I can see you’re a man well versed in his finery.” He tsked loudly. “Not all men are so discerning.” He studied the embroidery on Malcom’s tunic a long moment, then launched into a diatribe about the merits of good cloth, and more importantly, the critical matter of meticulous tailoring. “I do swear, some men believe they can appear before the highest court dressed in tatters. But, I say to you, how can any man ever be taken seriously who will not distinguish himself by his dress?”
Malcom nodded, considering the way his father had dressed. Ian MacKinnon had never concerned himself overmuch with the manner of his dress. Betimes he was grime-filled from head to toe after toiling long days in the fields with his clansmen. No man on this earth had ever distinguished himself more in Malcom’s eyes. He was as honorable as they came, and Malcom had cast him away without looking back, in favor of men wearing silk robes who would sooner put a knife in your back if they could. He’d learned a lot through his years of service and worldly dealings, but rather than finding himself enriched, he felt poorer for the knowledge. As for regrets, he had more than a few.
“’Tis much the same with God, dear boy. He sees everything we do. If we cannot honor him in all things, how can we ever hope to be taken to heart?”
“Aye,” Malcom said, though he thought it all a load of shite. The God he knew was gracious to poor and rich alike. But considering that he wanted something from this man, he was not quite prepared to put him on his toes.
He waited patiently, listening to Ersinius ramble on about how women were not the only ones who could sew a fine, straight seam, and he named an entire entourage of male seamsters all by name—none of which Malcom recognized. So this is how the chaplain spent his hours of prayers, memorizing the names and merits of seamsters? The very notion left Malcom bored and ready to rise. However, he listened patiently until the wine and vittles were placed before him, before inquiring.
“Speaking of women… I am told….” He ate a slice of cheese, leaving the chaplain to hang on his words. “I’m told I may find five lovely ladies in your keeping?” And he watched the man out of the corner of one eye.
The chaplain frowned. “Ladies?” he said, aghast. Suddenly discomposed, he lifted up the flagon and sloshed wine into Malcom’s goblet, then filled one for himself.
Malcom hitched his chin.
“Here?”
“Aye.”
And to be sure, the chaplain asked again, raising his goblet and pausing with the glass in midair, his white brows furrowing dubiously. “At Llanthony?” he asked, his voice rising, and breaking with the pitch.
Malcom shrugged, as though the answer couldn’t possibly matter. “’Tis what I’m told, father.”
Shaking his head, Ersinius swallowed the entire contents of his glass. “Ah, well… no, no, no!” he said, sounding perfectly horrified by the prospect. He sat back now, a bit less jovial and set his glass down, turning it around and around and around on the wooden table. “And, tell me, have you any business with these… ladies?”
Malcom picked up a slice of mutton and put it into his mouth—well flavored and tender. “Aside from a mild curiosity? Nay, father.”
The man seemed to relax before Malcom’s eyes. “Alas, but nay. We are ill prepared to cater to aught but the needs of our men—good men, every one. I assure you.”
Malcom nodded.
“Did you know that I once counseled King Henry’s first wife? A very pious lady. Very pious.” Without any segue, he carried on. “No girls here,” he said, “No girls anywhere at all on these premises—although we did have an emissary from Matilda once, a Brian Fitz Count. Do you know that man?”
He watched Malcom then, very shrewdly, as though to gauge his reaction.
“I do,” Malcom said, reassuring himself that the chaplain could have no inkling of Stephen’s intentions toward Wallingford. Or did he, perhaps?
Licensed by the king to enforce his law and guard against insurrection, the Rex Militum was a secret league, known to but a few. But he realized that some of the priories were used to breed select pigeons and ravens for communications… and he wondered if somehow Ersinius might have been able to intercept one…
Ersinius gave him a thin-lipped smile. “Well, yes, I’m certain you do,” he said. “But, of course, I cannot say why he has come, though I assure you it had little to do with the Empress herself. He was here one day, gone the next.” He poured himself another tall glass of vin and Malcom had the impression that if he left the man to drink and gab, he would prattle on about everything he knew.
So, then, Fitz Count had come, after all. Evidently, Malcom had missed him—fortunately for Wallingford—and more so now that Malcom was otherwise occupied, because the price on Wallingford’s head was the last thing on his mind.
Malcom took his time and ate what he had been served before asking, offhandedly, “So you have no women on these premises at all?”
“Of course not!” exclaimed Ersinius. And then he chortled and added, “Even the most pious of us would be hard-pressed to focus on our ministries—if you know what I mean?” He winked at Malcom in an exaggerated fashion, his cheeks growing fiery red, like two plump red apples.
“Indeed, I do,” Malcom said with an answering grin. And the chaplain seemed so sincere that seeds of doubt once again began to creep into Malcom’s head. Lifting a hand to his shoulder, he sought the evidence again, thinking Ersinius too old—and too arrogant—to be shrewd.
What was more, the man had no qualms over revealing all the names of his notable guests, or showing Malcom all his frivolous expenditures—even recounting those Malcom couldn’t see.
“Have you seen our new windows, dear boy?” he asked gleefully. “Waldglas, ’tis called. Made in Deutschland.” He fluttered his fingers. “But, of course, Stephen could equip an entire army for the cost—more’s the pity, we’ve now had to replace the large one in the vestibule twice.” He arched a brow and gave Malcom a discerning nod. “Perhaps this, after all, is the true reason you’ve come? I sent a bitter complaint to His Grace. One of my men saw some wretched brat scurry into those woods. But you can be sure he did not act alone. These damned Welsh, to send a boy to do what a man would not dare.”
Malcom seized the opportunity. “Aye, father,” he said. “I am well aware of your troubles here.”
Malcom had long suspected the skirmishes were in protest over the appropriation of Welsh land used for the priory’s construction. Its proprietors had lost sacks full of gold repairing the chapel, and the constant harrowing was undermining Stephen’s efforts with the Marcher lords—particularly now with Matilda’s allies creeping around begging for support.
Chugging the contents of his glass, he set down the cup. “Would you mind if I had a look about? I hope to locate your vandals and be away, so I may report to the King.”
The frown lines eased from the chaplain’s brow. “But, of course not, my dear boy! You must do what you must. I would love to find and flog that little heathen who dared desecrate God’s house.”
Malcom smiled thinly, remembering again the chaplain who’d sat before him at Aldergh, his smile cruel. Your father does not want you, dear boy, but your God and your king surely do. He’d shut his mouth after that, and spoke not another word.
“I don’t know, father. I would suppose God himself would have you sooner forgive—would he not?”
The man blinked. His face flushed, until it turned purple, and then he recomposed himself. “Well… perhaps. However… according to Holy Scripture, ‘He that spareth the rod hateth the son: but he that loveth the son chasteneth him betimes.’ I consider it my greatest duty to love sinners the same as I do the devout.”
Equal opportunity punishment, Malcom thought. “Of course,” he said, eager to be away. He stood now, and the chaplain stood after him, looking for the first time ill at ease.
Malcom said, proffering his hand, “Thank you, good father, for nourishing this sinner at your table. I hope you will pardon my haste.”
“So soon?” the old man asked. He grasped Malcom’s forefinger, shaking it feebly with trembling hands. “But I hoped you might linger awhile, give news of court?”
“Another time,” Malcom said as he made for the door. The chaplain followed, his rickety old legs hard-pressed to keep up. He was already out of breath even before they crossed the threshold. Once outside, Malcom bade him, “Would you care to join me, father?”
The open invitation seemed to put the man completely at ease. “Oh, nay!” he said, waving Malcom on. “I have too much to do today.” He gestured toward the merchants lolling about. “Look at them all! However, you must feel free to wander as you please.”
“Thank you,” Malcom said, bowing. He started in the direction of the hatchery.
“Oh, but wait!” said the chaplain, waving after him. He sounded hard of breath now, after only a few steps. “If it may be of any help, and you mean to search the surrounding area as well, you will find the Rhiw Pyscod well enough traveled,” he said quickly, cutting his hand in a straight line, as though to forbid it. “I’d not bother with that route.”
“Thank you,” Malcom said, and continued on his way.
“Bless you, son!” exclaimed the chaplain, following part way down the trail, his pristine white silk robe dragging the black dirt behind him. He called out again. “Oh, and when you are done, please, please, be certain to thank His Grace for seeing to the needs of the humblest of his servants.”
A rueful smile turned one corner of Malcom’s lips. “Don’t worry; I shall,” he said, and with that, Malcom took off down the path, leaving Ersinius to peer after him.



Chapter
Twenty-Two

Trying not to think about Malcom—or Rhiannon, for that matter—Elspeth spent the entire afternoon in the garden with Lady Dominique and Alyss.
Out here, with the sun shining so brightly, it was easier to ignore the dark aura looming overhead. And nevertheless, it wasn’t quite so easy to keep her mind off her sisters, since this was how she and her siblings had spent so much of their day—cultivating plants, harvesting, sharing knowledge and experimenting. Even when they had not dared to practice the Craft, they had reveled in their garden.
Alas, having been allotted so little space, Amdel’s garden was not so well stocked as their own. In this one thing, Ersinius had been generous—but of course, he’d benefited greatly from their toil. And nevertheless, Alyss appeared to be quite a skilled simpler.
Using herbs one at a time was the very best way to ascertain what a plant’s optimum use was, and it was only after learning the basics that one might consider how best to combine them. But apothecary magik was not to be practiced lightly. Betimes it could be confusing, and even risky. There were quite a few dangerous plants, including witch’s berry or deadly nightshade. But deadly nightshade was not at all the same as black nightshade, which was edible, so long as it wasn’t raised in certain soil conditions. Deadly nightshade, on the other hand, was so powerfully perilous that it could cause madness even by simply touching it. This was the primary reason to keep a grimoire, and theirs at the priory had been fashioned from scraps of undyed wool and bound with simple thread. Every time they’d added a new page, they’d anchored it to the previous page and eventually meant to bind it.
Of course, the minute Alyss learned that Elspeth knew her way about a garden, she entreated upon Elspeth to teach her everything she knew. Now, Elspeth poked around the soil, with Alyss hanging over her shoulder, and if perchance the maid seemed reticent before, she blossomed here, like a beautiful flower beguiled by the sun.
“See this,” Elspeth prompted, pointing to a bed of sprouts.
“Lady’s bedstraw?”
“Aye,” said Elspeth, nodding. “The roots will make a lovely dye—red, though not so rich as your scarlet. ’Tis much too small to pull right now, or I would show you the roots.” She looked up at Alyss. “It seems as though you’ve recently harvested these, so give them a chance to proliferate—and, then, when you harvest them next time, examine the roots. You will see they are quite dark. I have seen many tints made from these, including one very, very close to the color of a daylily.”
“Oh!” said Dominique. “We must try that! We pulled them recently to fill the guest-room mattress, and I would say ’tis a very good thing, considering your glad occasion. Does the bed sleep well?” she asked, smiling, perhaps much as her own sisters might have done were they fishing for information.
But, of course, Elspeth had nothing to disclose.
She had no proper knowledge of the marriage bed—none at all. And even if she did have some inkling, it would not be appropriate to share with two young ladies. Over the course of their conversation, she’d learned both Alyss and Dominique were merely seventeen—a full seven years younger than Elspeth and two years younger than her sisters Arwyn and Rose. “The bed slept quite well,” she said, blushing. “The scent is lovely.” It was a cross between vanilla and freshly cut hay. But that was all she had to say, and she didn’t wish to linger on the topic, lest their conversation invite more inquiry.
“We were told that lady’s bedstraw repels fleas,” explained Dominique.
Elspeth pulled a few odd weeds that were in danger of strangling the sprouts. “It does,” she said, “and did you know… it was used by druids to line their graves near Glastonbury?”
Alyss giggled. “I wonder if they worried their dead would suffer fleas?”
“Perhaps,” said Elspeth, smiling, glad to hear the maid laughing. “And here’s another use: The milk helps to curdle cheese. We raised goats at—home—and often used it instead of rennet.”
“Truly?”
“What a marvelous herb,” said Dominique, clapping her hands. “We shall have to plant more.”
“Alas, be careful if you’re foraging,” advised Elspeth. “Do not mistake it for goosegrass, or you’ll never grow anything else in these beds. My sister used to use it to stop a blooded nose.” She made a face. “Don’t ask me how I know such a thing.”
“Goosegrass or Lady’s Bedstraw?”
Elspeth smiled. “Lady’s Bedstraw.”
Rhiannon had endured a phase as a toddler where she used to smack her head on door frames—not a happy memory for any of them. On top of her crossed eyes, she’d run about black and blue, looking like a walking bruise.
“And this,” she said, tugging on a sprig of meadowsweet.
“Mead wort?”
Elspeth snipped a piece and brought the cutting to her nose to smell. “Some would call it by that name. It works wonderfully for pain.”
“We use it to flavor our wine,” explained Alyss.
Elspeth smiled, enlightened now as to how and why she’d slept so heavily after she and Malcom traded vows. They’d left a full flagon of the flavored wine in their room.
Where was he now? she wondered.
Wistfully, she peered down at the ribbon that was tied about her wrist. The white cloth was dragging in the dirt, so she plucked up the ends, and tucked them quickly into the band beneath her sleeve.
Thankfully, if either of the ladies wondered over the ribbon, or recognized what it was, neither asked. Just for good measure, she slid a small sprig of meadowsweet into the band, and said with a smile, “An old Welsh legend claims that all women are divined by druid wizards from these blossoms, so, betimes they are placed in garlands for brides, to ensure peace and harmony in the home.”
“Oh! I will be sure to do that for mine,” said Lady Dominique. “Your wedding must have been so lovely. Will you tell us about it?”
“It was beautiful,” Elspeth said, averting her gaze. She pulled another small weed, tossing it aside, uncomfortable with the topic. And yet, in fact, for all that it had been a simple affair, she thought it was beautiful even so—that Malcom would sacrifice so much, just for her.
Thankfully, Dominique’s girlish buoyance saved her from having to say aught more. She gushed, “You’ll be a wonderful lady mother. I can see you with wee ones running about your skirts whilst you tend your beautiful garden.”
Elspeth smiled, though, in truth, she couldn’t envision any such a thing. She herself had never been much of a child to run about skirts, laughing or carrying on. Per force, she had been the one to care for all four of her sisters, and more than likely, it was her skirts they’d carried on about. And yet, she hadn’t any regrets—not about that.
“You must be so pleased to be breeding so soon. Quite certainly, ’tis a sign that God himself has blessed your union.”
“Aye,” said Elspeth, smiling. But the quickening in her belly wasn’t a babe; it was only the consequence of yet another lie.
“I am so pleased to meet you, Elspeth. If I had a sister I would wish her to be you.”
“Thank you,” Elspeth said, smiling, missing her own sisters so much. Would Malcom reach them in time? She prayed it would be so. “I would have been blessed to have you as a sister,” Elspeth told her. She peered up at Alyss, smiling. “In truth, we are all sisters in the eyes of God.”
“Oh! I think so too.” Dominique reached out to grasp Alyss by the hand. “My dear Alyss is as close to a sister as I will ever know and now I have two.”
Elspeth smiled again. And despite that the compliments left her ill at ease, she realized Dominique meant them sincerely. There was no guile in her words—no trace of malice in her aura. In fact, both girls had such a bright air about them that Elspeth sensed the pall cast over them even before the sun revealed the incoming shadow.
“Demoiselles,” said Beauchamp.
Elspeth gasped aloud as the lord of Amdel appeared. Wearing black from head to toe, it was difficult to say where his shadow ended and the man himself began.
It took a long moment to grow accustomed to the glint of sun in her eyes, in order for Elspeth to see that he was wearing the vestments of a falconer, with a falconer’s gauntlet on his right hand and a white-necked raven perched upon his glove, and seeing that bird, Elspeth swallowed convulsively, for these were not common, and she knew them only too well. They were precisely the sort of birds they raised at Llanthony —suited to only one purpose, to convey messages to her mother. The realization sent a cold shiver down her spine, even despite the heat of the sun.
“My lord,” she said, forcing a smile. But her gaze settled on the bird and did not leave it.
“I trust you are enjoying the day.” Giving lie to his aura, his tone was ebullient—not the least bit ominous. “I myself could not bring myself to remain indoors when the sun shines so beauteously.”
With great effort, Elspeth shifted her gaze to Beauchamp’s face, only to find that, once again, he was staring at her bosom—or perhaps the necklace she’d fashioned for her ring. “I… am…” Instinctively, she adjusted the braid and tugged on her décolletage, lifting it to hide her natural gifts from prying eyes. Seeing that she had nothing else, Dominque had very generously loaned her a simple, pale-blue woolen dress so she wouldn’t soil her new finery whilst toiling in the garden, but perhaps it revealed more than Elspeth would have liked.
Dominique’s voice was full of delight. “Elspeth is teaching us about simples!”
“Is she now?”
“Aye,” Elspeth said, without looking at the man.
“Are you so well versed, Lady Aldergh?”
“Oh, yes, she is!” answered Dominque. And then she turned to Elspeth. “William has the most wonderful aviary—later, I will show you. He has quite the way with birds, and they are such good hunters. I am quite certain there is not another aviary in all of England to match it.”
Try as she might, Elspeth couldn’t take her eyes off the bird. But, indeed, there was. There was at least one more that she knew of, and probably more. Thanks to her mother’s efforts, those babbling birds were housed in every loyal house across Britain.
Beauchamp must have mistaken Elspeth’s interest in the bird, for he extended his hand to her, and he asked, “Would you care to hold him?”
“Hold him!” squealed the raven, and Elspeth gasped.
Dominique laughed. “He won’t harm you, I promise.” Dominique seemed genuinely amused by her reaction, laughing so hard that Elspeth felt resentment for the first time since meeting the girl.
Elspeth’s hand splayed across her breast. “Just the same, no thank you,” she said.
“All his ravens talk,” said Dominique. And then she blushed. “You should hear them when they’re hungry. They curse like pagans, don’t they, Alyss?”
Whatever blossoming Alyss had done over the morning, her demeanor now wilted before Elspeth’s eyes. “Yes, m’lady.”
And when she lifted her gaze to William, he said. “When you have a moment, Alyss, I would have a word with you. Alone.”
“Yes, m’lord.”
He inclined his head toward the donjon, urging her to leave.
“Now, m’lord?”
“Aye,” he said gruffly. And then to Dominque and Elspeth he said, “You ladies must stay and enjoy the garden. Alyss will rejoin you anon.” But then he stood for a moment longer, scrutinizing Elspeth one last time, as poor Alyss hurried ahead. “Tis a pity you’ll be so paunchy soon though I expect you’ll regain your form in no time once the babe is born. You are young yet,” he said.
Elspeth’s cheeks burned hot.
And he persisted. “How old?”
Elspeth averted her gaze. “Four and twenty, my lord.”
“Not so young as my sister, but I do understand why your lord husband espoused you so quickly.”
Elspeth’s cheeks burned hotter. Her throat felt too thick to speak—and that bird. She felt it staring at her… as though it knew.
“William,” protested Dominique, and for the first time since meeting her, the girl’s voice sounded dispirited. “Elspeth, what my brother means to say is that we are both quite pleased for you and my Lord Aldergh.”
Elspeth had the sense that she’d cast her brother a rebuke, because he left without another word, and walked away, with his snorting bird in hand.
“Don’t mind him,” Dominque said once he was gone. “He means well, though betimes he can be so rude.”
“I understand.”
“Oh, but, nay, you do not,” Lady Dominque persisted. “I am beyond pleased for you, and so is William. He tells me now that he anticipates a wonderful, new match for me—one that should please him immensely. But, of course, you know how men can be. Betimes they are sore to lose.”
“I am sorry,” Elspeth felt compelled to say again.
“Oh, nay! Do not be.” Dominique fluttered her fingers, dismissing her brother once and for all. “He will be in a much better mood tonight,” she said, casting a glance after her brother and Alyss. And then she beamed. “Those two are meant to be wed someday, did you know?”
“William and Alyss?”
Dominique nodded. “Tis why she’s here, after all. As much as I would like to say otherwise, we are not a great house. Her lord father would never have sent her but for the promise of an alliance.”
“I see,” said Elspeth, and she cast another glance at the donjon door, through which Alyss disappeared, and where William now stood, handing over his raven to the master falconer. With some trepidation, Elspeth watched the falconer take the black bird, and then observed as William Beauchamp climbed the steps into his keep.
She wasn’t at all sure which gave her the most dread.
There was only one reason he would keep those birds… and only one reason Alyss should shrivel in his presence. Both portended something vile.

MALCOM SEARCHED THE ENTIRE GROUNDS.
He didn’t happen upon Elspeth’s sisters, but he did discover a well-tended garden, settled inside a stone-walled courtyard, complete with a gardener’s hut. But the hut itself was vacant, save for a few necessities: a bed—perhaps large enough to sleep five girls; a table; four crude chairs; one broken—as though it had been smashed for tinder; a box full of gardening tools; and a small cauldron nestled in the stone and mortar hearth.
Stooping to examine the ashes, he found them cold now. He also discovered a half-burnt chair leg in the pit. But when he set a hand to the iron cauldron, he found a bit of lingering heat, so he plucked up the chair leg from the ashes and stirred the coals.
Beneath the white ash glowed red.
Whoever was here couldn’t have been gone long, he surmised. And nevertheless, they were gone, and he wished he’d come sooner—although, in truth, he couldn’t have done so without raising suspicions. As it was, Rufford, Beauchamp’s longtime steward, had looked him askance and would have shot back a dozen inquiries but for the simple fact that he must have sensed Malcom would never welcome the intrusion.
Malcom didn’t answer in such a fashion to his own steward; he would never tolerate it from Beauchamp’s. He was an Earl of the realm, a respected member of the King’s Guard and the Rex Militum. There was no one in Beauchamp’s demesne he should be answering to. Not today. Not any day.
He stood now, studying the room a long while, then walked out of the cottage, and stood looking over the garden before shifting his focus over the Vale of Ewyas…
He could see the entirety of the grounds from this vantage, and in the distance, he watched a falconer set loose a dark-feathered bird—perhaps a peregrine.
It was unfathomable how much money had been poured into this remote priory—a brand-new hatchery, an aviary—quite substantial by the looks of it—a well-vested chapel, plus that doddering old priest who probably knew more than he claimed. He wondered idly: Whose money was invested here? Stephen’s? Henry’s? Matilda’s? All three, and then some? More importantly, to whom did the priory answer? Not to God, because Malcom didn’t sense his presence here at all.
In fact, as well visited as the priory appeared to be, and as much hustle and bustle as there was today, he felt a dark underbelly to this institution… an oppression that made him wonder how Elspeth and her sisters could possibly have lived in such a place for so long.
And yet, there was no proof she ever did.
The cottage, save for the abundance of chairs in such a small hovel, seemed to be little more than a gardener’s hut. If, in fact, five young ladies had ever resided there, someone must have swept through the house and removed all traces of their existence.
Why?
Contemplating all the possible answers, Malcom took to his horse without speaking to the chaplain, eager to be away. And just because the chaplain bothered to mention the Rhiw Pyscod, he took the well-worn footpath west to Llangorse—a fortuitous choice, because about an hour down the road he discovered what he was searching for. It was an old prison tumbril. One of the wheels had broken and the vehicle rested precariously on the old Roman path.
Malcom approached cautiously, though he needn’t have; dressed in his finery, the men all hailed him—three in total, only one a swordsman.
The swordsman was the one who greeted Malcom, but he scratched his head, looking askance as though he were hoping for something more. “Art come from the priory, m’lord?”
The prisoner behind the bars met Malcom’s gaze—a woman, dark haired, amber eyes—and he believed he detected a hint of a smile. Malcom daren’t allow his gaze to linger. He nodded to the swordsman. “The good father said you’d found some trouble.”
“I’d say. Damned old paddy. I’ll warrant ’tis seen more bodies dragged to the gallows than any other. If I had my druthers, I’d slay the witch and set the wagon afire. Better yet, I’d fix her a stake, and burn her right here, use the wood for kindling.”
Frowning, Malcom dismounted, positioning Merry Bells precisely where the path diverted, sloping downward, fully expecting to have to make a run for it. He removed his sword from the saddle scabbard, sliding it into his sword belt as though it were a matter of habit. He patted Merry Bells, then casually walked over to examine the wreck, paying little attention to its passenger.
The spokes on one wheel had somehow split—all of them. Simply put, the wagon needed a new wheel. “There’s no repairing this,” he said. “You’ll need a new trundle.”
“Aye, m’lord, but I already knew that, and so I said.” And once again, he peered down the footpath, scowling. “Where’s Randel?”
Malcom forced a smile, patting his belly. “Lingering to fill his gut with fish, I suppose. He’ll be along soon,” he said, realizing it must be true and that he must have missed Randel at Llanthony. The messenger must have been coming as Malcom was going.
Satisfied for the instant, the swordsman nodded, and then explained how the accident occurred. They were moving along nicely, without much trouble. Suddenly they struck a stone that wasn’t there before. The damned thing appeared out of nowhere. He was sure the witch had placed it there because Randel swore it wasn’t in their path before. Every week, carts and horses and people filed down this road, and clearly this had never happened before. They heard the crack and the wagon nearly tumbled down the hill. They should have let it go, he groused. The passenger was naught but a filthy witch, best left to the lord’s judgment.
Malcom met the prisoner’s gaze and found her eyes twinkled with barely concealed mirth.
Do not address me, Malcom Ceann Ràs.
Startled, Malcom looked away, surprised by her use of a name he’d been given by his kinsmen—a name he hadn’t heard in far too long.
He turned to look at the man beside him, to be sure no one else had heard. But nay, the man was prattling on and on. Malcom cast another glance at the girl in the tumbril. Beneath the dirt, she was pretty, and he could detect a resemblance to Elspeth, but her color was darker, and her eyes, when she looked at him, seemed to cross unnaturally. She shook her head slowly and Malcom averted his gaze, pretending to examine the broken wheel. He stooped to wiggle a spoke.
Do not linger, Lord Aldergh. You haven’t time. Randel will return anon.
Startling him again, the girl suddenly squawked an ungodly sound, hurling a cloth object at him, smacking him so hard that Malcom’s head popped to one side and he stabbed himself with a wheel spoke. “Be damned!” he said, with genuine annoyance.
“Never mind that stupid bitch,” the swordsman said. “She’ll get what she deserves.”
Frowning, Malcom drew a hand across his cheek, where the spoke had stabbed him and came away with a trace of blood. God’s bones, by the time he returned to Aldergh, he would bear a whole new round of scars.
Take that book to Elspeth. By it she will know you speak true. Tell her this for me: I merely called you. I did not beguile you.
Quite unused to this manner of speaking, and uncomfortable with the scrutiny of these men, particularly under the circumstances, Malcom peered down at the small bound volume that lay discarded on the ground.
It appeared to be naught more than a lump of dirty cloth. But he hesitated a moment too long.
“What is that?” asked the swordsman, bending to lift it up.
Malcom swept it up before he could touch it. “Whatever it is, ’tis mine now,” he said, lifting his gaze to the man. “Bloody she-wolf.”
“Indeed,” said the swordsman. “Bitch bites like a wolf as well. You should take that to Ersinius and be done with it. Everything she touches is evil.”
Malcom’s gaze scanned the faces of the other two men, and did, indeed, spy one whose cheek bore the mark of a full set of teeth.
He deserved it.
Malcom concentrated on speaking to her the way he had with Elspeth. I don’t doubt it.
There you are, she said, her tone smug.
Take the grimoire to my sister, Malcom Ceann Ràs. Tell her our mother came sooner than we anticipated. She has our sisters, but worry not. So long as she believes them to be compliant she won’t harm them. Rather, you must return quickly to Elspeth, hasten her north. Amdel is no place to keep her.
Malcom had no need to ask how she knew where he’d left her sister—or even how she’d known his name.
If, indeed, Elspeth’s abilities unnerved him, her sister’s unnerved him all the more. The very air here was filled with her presence, as though her spirit loomed larger than life.
You must go… now… Beauchamp is sworn to my mother.
Morwen?
Aye.
Stunned, Malcom remained stooped by the broken wagon wheel, bemused. He examined the book in his hand, and then, as though it were an afterthought, slid it into his tunic, letting it fall to his waist, catching on his sword belt. Only now he realized how stupid it was that he’d left Elspeth alone, with naught more than a dirk for protection. Indeed, he must go. But, he couldn’t abandon Rhiannon.
I go where I need to go, she said.
Inconceivably, Malcom argued with her—in his head. These men are no match for me… He realized he didn’t know her name.
Rhiannon, she said. They are no match for me either, Lord Aldergh. Who do you think broke their wheel?
Of course, Malcom didn’t answer. And if the men wondered why he remained stooped so quietly, staring at a broken wheel, they said nothing, and he knew instinctively that Rhiannon was telling the truth. Only fearing Elspeth would never forgive him if he abandoned her to these lackeys, he couldn’t bring himself to leave her. He examined his surroundings, considering how best to engage these three men. Only one of them was armed.
He waited so long, a procession of monks, all bearing buckets with dying burdens came up over the rise, marching past. Pretending to consider the tumbril, Malcom waited for them to pass, all the while fiddling with the broken wheel.
“Afternoon,” said the swordsman to the monks.
“God bless,” said the monks.
“More fish?”
“Aye, sir. Carp and pike.”
“Pity they’re still flailing or I’d steal a bite.”
The monks all chortled and walked on by. The swordsman returned his attention to Malcom. “As you say, m’lord… there’s naught to be done with that. I’ve no idea why you were sent when I specifically told Randel to tell them we needed a replacement and a wheelwright.”
Malcom raked a hand through his hair. “If you give me the prisoner, I will take her off your hands, save you the delivery.”
“Nay, m’lord. Where would you put her? I’d not have you lose an ear to the filthy bitch, and then have it said I did not do my job.”
Malcom nodded, considering that if he took out the swordsman, the other two would prostrate themselves easily. The tumbril was another matter entirely. As old as it appeared, the bars were each at least a centimeter wide, and as corroded as they might appear, he was fairly certain that the most he would get by wrestling with the rusted metal was a case of Holy Fire.
I know what you are doing, Lord Aldergh. I will not allow it. If you release me, they will arrest you. If you kill them, they will know it was you, and what recourse will you have when you face my cousin in defense of my sister? This game will be long, my friend. There will be time enough for heroics before all is said and done. Go now, she demanded. Before the chance has fled.
No sooner had she finished speaking, when she shrieked insanely, kicking a leg out between the bars, narrowly missing Malcom’s jaw. “Away, fool! Or I’ll put a turd in your teeth and turd in your bride’s teeth too!”
Startled, Malcom cast the girl a beleaguered glance. He stood, confused though he oughtn’t be by now. The past two days had borne more things than ever could be explained. Still, it took him a moment to regain his bearings and then he said to the swordsman, “Regrettably, you are right.” Rubbing the back of his neck, he cast a weary glance at Rhiannon, and then back to the swordsman. “If only I’d realized, I would have brought you lads a bit of ale to pass the time.”
“No worries, m’lord. God will provide his own rewards.”
Malcom nodded, then, reluctantly, went after his horse. He mounted, then peered at the girl one last time. Art certain, Rhiannon?
I go where I need to go, she said again. I go where I will best contend with my mother.
And nevertheless, he hesitated, knowing full well that Elspeth would demand to know why he’d left her.
Tell her what I said. She will not like it, but she will understand. Please tell her for me… when she fears most what to do, she must raise her hand… and believe.
“Very well,” he said, scratching his head. “Hold tight, lads.” He gave them a nod. “Help’ll be along soon.”
“Thank you, m’lord. Don’t worry about us. We’re on to Blackwood soon enough.”
“Very well,” Malcom said, once again, ruefully, then snapped Merry Bells’ reins. And the last thing Rhiannon said to him filled his heart with relief, then dread.
Your father is not ill. But hie thee north. Call your banners. War is nigh.



Chapter
Twenty-Three

Elspeth awoke before the cock’s crow.
She dressed again in the pale-blue gown Dominque had loaned her because she felt overdressed in the scarlet. Had the sendal not been so diaphanous, she would have made do with that alone, because, in truth, even the blue gown was more luxurious than any dress she’d ever owned. Made of linsey-woolsey, its design was simple enough, but the seams were delicately sewn, with exquisite appliqué about the sleeves, hem and bodice. Although Elspeth didn’t care much for the cut of the bodice itself, it was little more revealing than the scarlet she’d worn. And regardless, it was better than the Llanthony tunic she’d arrived in.
However, it seemed to Elspeth that Dominique’s brother shouldn’t encourage such immodesty in a young woman. If, in truth, this was now the style, it would be difficult for Elspeth to grow accustomed to it, having lived so long in a priory. Especially now, having been in William’s presence and noted his lechery, as far as she was concerned, it was ill-advised to tempt a man she did not intend to wed, and for Elspeth, there was only one man she ever cared to entice.
Malcom.
Where are you?
This was a first for her: pining over the company of a man—and, nay, it hadn’t nary as much to do with her sordid predicament as it did a simple, but overwhelming desire to see him—to see with her own two eyes that he was unharmed.
Somehow, over such a short time, she had swiftly grown accustomed to Malcom’s company, and the precious moments they’d shared the night before he’d left were sweet enough that she could have languished in his arms.
He’d snuggled himself behind her, holding her close, and she’d fallen asleep with his hand clasping hers. As little as she’d ever trusted anyone except her sisters, she knew the disparity of trust even more acutely now, with the shadow of the lord of Amdel hanging over her shoulder—that man, she did not trust at all.
Intending to make her way into the garden to pass her time, Elspeth didn’t wait to be called upon by Dominique or Alyss. She hung her makeshift purse on her belt and tied a single ribbon about her thick hair to keep it from her face whilst she toiled in the garden.
Anyway, she was annoyed. Those two silly chits had imbibed too much the night before and both had stumbled away from the hall, giggling like little girls, leaving Elspeth alone to entertain Dominique’s strange brother.
All those presentiments she’d had upon arriving at Amdel had come crashing down, leaving her ill at ease the entire evening, and hardly in any mood for drink or banter. If anything, she’d found herself growing more and more vexed at Dominique for her unwavering naiveté, despite that she realized it was a function of her age. But, of course, she must think everything beautiful, everything magical, and everyone honorable—including her lord brother.
Fie on that man!
Just as soon as William had become preoccupied with a serving woman—so much for his attachment to Alyss—Elspeth slipped away, none the wiser, and ran to hide in her chamber, wishing Malcom would hurry back—and more, that when she opened her eyes, he would be there already, lying beside her.
Not for the first time, she tugged at the ribbon tied around her wrist, pulling it between her fingers, before tucking it away inside her sleeve.
Last night, for some odd reason, she’d been compelled to hide it, despite that she doubted the lord of Amdel would even comprehend what it meant. Handfasting had never been much of an English custom. And regardless, even if he could perceive it, there was no one to say they’d not handfasted long before arriving at Amdel. Even so, she was embarrassed that he so obviously believed Malcom had married her only because he’d “put a babe in her belly.” Clearly, he thought her unchaste, and ready to try another man’s favor. The very thought of it sickened her belly.
If only he knew: Elspeth had offered herself up for Malcom’s pleasure and he’d put her aside without so much as a thought—it was only now that this simple truth began to gnaw at her.
Did she not appeal to him? Was he perhaps struggling with whatever feelings her sister had imbued in him—or did he somehow realize that, without the enchantment, he’d no more embroil himself in this mess than he would have kissed Matilda’s feet?
Rhiannon, she said, furiously. Oh, Rhiannon!
Of course, she expected no response, and neither did she receive one.
Still, she was vexed with her sister for having beguiled a man—a good man.
And regardless, had she not taken the chance to do so, where would Elspeth be now? Stranded in the woods in Wales, or caught and returned to the priory to face her mother’s wrath?
Ambivalence was her constant companion—but where were her sisters right now?
With every minute that passed, she worried all the more. Had Malcom arrived at Llanthony in time? Did he have any opportunity to speak to them? Would he be successful in saving them? Had Ersinius somehow discovered Malcom’s intent and had him arrested? Could Malcom, even now, be caught in shackles? And what about her sisters? The questions were as endless as her worries.
She thought about the dream she’d had of Rhiannon in the tumbril and shuddered.
But perhaps that was only a dream, for Elspeth had never, ever had much of the sight, and there was nothing to say this vision had been aught more than a terrible fantasy wrought by her tired and anxious mind.
And nonetheless, Ersinius was no man to be trifled with. He had friends in very high places, and if he’d found himself headmaster of a priory, not an abbey, it was precisely as he’d intended. There was no doubt he would never wish to have more scrutiny from the Church than he had already. Nor would he care to answer directly to the Pope. As it was, Llanthony was an Augustinian priory answerable to an abbot many, many leagues away, and even the newly appointed Abbey Dore, with its Cistercian allegiance, was of little concern to him.
In truth, Elspeth had long wondered over his true mission in Ewyas, and found herself contemplating, precisely, who it was that Ersinius answered to… perhaps not to Stephen, after all? Or to Matilda, for in spite of the fact that he was quick to take her grants, the only person he seemed to fear was… Morwen.
Don’t think of her. Don’t give her more power than she already has.
The hour must be near Terce, she thought. By now, the villein would have been up since Prime or Lauds, stoking the kitchen fires and seeing to their chores.
Dominique wouldn’t rise until it was time to break her fast. The schedule here was nothing like the priory, and neither did her lord brother seem overly pious. There would be no prayers at the chapel. If Alyss seemed a bit more devout, that was lost on her “guardian.” As if she didn’t have enough on her plate, Elspeth worried for that girl—and no less for herself.
Those birds Beauchamp kept were inauspicious. They were bred only in one place that she knew of: Llanthony. Brought there from distant lands. If Beauchamp owned one, it was because Morwen had given it to him.
It was with great relief that she heard the horn blow and she ran to the curtained window to look below. A single rider approached, on a shining black mare.
Malcom.

THE MORE HE considered his encounter with Rhiannon, the more Malcom feared, and it was a gut-wrenching fright he couldn’t shake.
He rode faster, pushing Merry Bells harder, even knowing it wasn’t in the animal’s best interest. Thank God he’d trained her for endurance. But if he didn’t drive her to death this day, he swore he’d keep an easier pace once he reclaimed Elspeth—only, please, God, keep her safe.
“Stay with me, lass,” he begged the mare, leaning close to her withers. He stroked her lovingly, even as he set his spurs to her flanks.
Naturally, he wanted to deny everything. Malcom wasn’t an overly pious man, and neither did he believe in faerie’s tales. And yet, it wasn’t possible for Rhiannon to have known the name his kinsmen gave him in his youth—hot head. Ceann Ràs. None of his English peers had ever known his Gael name because he’d cast it away like a dirty robe the instant he’d risen as lord of Aldergh. So determined he was to be his own man, and to shed the trappings of his youth, he’d made himself a new man, styling himself Malcom Scott.
Malcom Scott.
Not Malcom Ceann Ràs.
If his peers ever knew him else wise it was only as the Mad Scot—a nickname he’d earned not through the angst-filled fury of his youth, but because he’d fearlessly embraced every challenge set before him by his king. And yet, until now, he’d never known what it was to be afraid because he’d never once feared for himself. This terrible new feeling deep in the pit of his gut—it was not for himself, but for Elspeth, and the further he rode, the harder he rode, the more he sensed the advent of something worse than the war Rhiannon had portended.
Hie thee north.
Call your banners.
War is nigh.
Was Matilda returning with a new army? Was Scotia bound to join the fight? Were the northern barons even now renouncing their oaths?
If only Elspeth hadn’t spoken to him in the same fashion, he might have thought himself gone mad as a sack of ferrets. And now, if he believed all that he’d encountered with Rhiannon, he must also wonder how much of his thoughts Elspeth could glean as well.
No matter, he told himself; whatever secrets should be known to her, that unsettling discovery took a low grade to the one he harbored deep in his gut: Somehow, this mistress of Stephen’s was far more than she appeared to be. Morwen was a danger to the realm.
God’s truth, he had never believed in witches—or dewines, or druids or whatever name they should like to be called—but they appeared to be as real as the sweat on his brow.
When finally he spotted Amdel’s turrets looming on the horizon, he felt a rush of relief—though not nearly the rush he would feel once he had Elspeth back in his keeping.
Relieved to find that Beauchamp’s men did not hurry out in droves to place him in shackles, he rode straight into the lord’s bailey, half expecting to have to draw his sword from his scabbard. He swung his leg over Merry Bells, riding on one stirrup.
When only a groomsman came to greet him, he ushered the lad away, commanding him to leave the horse where she stood because he intended to ride within the hour. The boy bolted away, but not to the stables; he ran quickly to the donjon as fast as his skinny legs could carry him.
Cursing beneath his breath, he left Merry Bells drinking at the trough, loosely hobbled to a post, with the express purpose of going inside long enough to rouse Elspeth from her slumber. He was more than relieved to find her rushing out the door, tripping down the steps in her haste to greet him. She passed by the groomsman and Malcom bolted after her, overjoyed when she embraced him as vigorously as he did her. “Malcom! Oh, Malcom!”
He swept her into his arms, holding her close.
“You’re back!” she cried, and for the first time in his life, he was beside himself with glee to hold a woman—this woman. He allowed himself an instant to drink her in, to revel in the feel of her soft, warm body and her familiar scent.
He splayed his fingers through her unbound hair, turning her face up to his scrutiny. The words, ‘I love you’ teased his tongue, parting his lips… alas, they were not words he’d ever said. “We’re leaving,” he told her, instead.
“Now?”
“Aye, now.” Far too aware of the need to be away, he released Elspeth from his embrace and took her firmly by the hand.
“What’s wrong, Malcom?”
Peering back at the donjon, Malcom pulled Elspeth toward Merry Bells, rueful that he would be putting his faithful horse back on the run. “I’ll explain when we’re away.”
“Malcom! You are frightening me!”
“I’ll explain everything when we’re gone,” he said again.
She tried to free her hand from his. “My dress!” she protested. “It was a gift.”
“There’s a coffer full of rich gowns at home that belonged to my grandmother. You may do with them what you will, and if they do not please you, I will buy you a hundred more.”
Still, she struggled to free herself. “But your silver, your hauberk, your blade?”
“I have plenty of silver,” Malcom reassured, refusing to release her. “My armorer will fashion me another. And it was an old dirk; I’ll get myself another.”
“It was not an old dirk,” she argued. “Tis shiny and new and bears the sigil of your house!”
“Our house,” he reminded her. “What is mine is also yours.”
“Wait!” She gasped, sounding alarmed. “My Llanthony tunic, Malcom! We cannot leave it here, or he’ll know.”
They reached Merry Bells and even before he lifted her up to put her on the horse, he untied Merry Bells from the post. Then he grasped Elspeth about the waist and set her atop his saddle, praying Merry Bells was up to the challenge.
“’Tis like he already knows,” he told her. “You must trust me,” he demanded. “As I trusted you.” As he’d trusted her sister, though he wasn’t ready to say that yet, lest she wish to dally longer to hear more.
She opened her mouth to speak, but said not another word, and Malcom mounted behind her, drawing up Merry Bell’s reins. “Hie, lass!” he called. “Hie!”

OUTSIDE THE CHAMBER room where Elspeth slept, Alyss knocked gently.
“M’lady?”
There was no answer, so she pushed open the door, calling again for the lady of Aldergh. Only after she entered, she found the room empty—save for the scarlet dress that lay folded on one chair.
Could she have gone to break her fast? But nay. Alyss had come straight from there, having gone to fetch Dominique a slice of bread to settle her belly. After all, that’s why she was here now: to explain to Elspeth that her mistress would see her later once the ill effects of their festive evening had passed. The bed was still mussed. The drapes were left open. She went to the window to pull them closed, but first peered down below, and saw that the Lord Aldergh had returned. Confused, she watched as he put Elspeth atop his black horse, then mounted behind her.
Were they leaving? Now? With no good-bye? But how rude.
Evidently, she hadn’t liked her gown—the one that Dominique had been saving for her own wedding and so graciously gifted it. Instead, she’d stolen the gown Dominique let her borrow.
“Hmph!” she said and turned about, once again examining the room with the morning sun.
Spotting a glint of silver at the foot of the bed, she bent to pick up the coin, and then spied the gleam of a blade under the bed. She stooped lower to find a pile of garments hidden there. Frowning, she reached under to pull out the pile, examining the garments one by one.
On top lay a costly hauberk, probably worth more than Alyss’s entire dowry. The blade itself was expertly fashioned, and she recognized Lord Aldergh’s sigil. There were also a few more coins tucked into the folds of an old ruined sherte, but the tunic and breeches were a shock. The breeches were leather, like those a soldier might wear, and the tunic was done in coarse blanchet. It was nicely embroidered with the sigil of the Church, a red cross extending across the front, with four small, identical crosses beneath each arm of the crucifix.
She screwed her face. Had Elspeth come from a nunnery?
But why hadn’t she said so? Could it be that Lord Aldergh impregnated a nun? How very, very gauche!
Somehow, she sensed William would be pleased to know these things—and perhaps he would reward her well? More than anything in this world, she craved her lord’s approval, and so often it seemed she displeased him. Taking the garments and folding them all neatly into a pile, she set the blade on top, but slipped the silver into the pocket of her skirt.
Unfortunately, the pile was too heavy to bear whilst rising from her knees, so she stood up, then lifted up the hauberk, which must weigh no less than a full stone. She folded it neatly on the bed, then bent to pick up the remaining garments and placed them all on top of the hauberk, and then she lifted them all up together, heading toward the door with her arms laden.
First, she would stop by her own chamber to hide the pieces of gold and silver, then she would take the garments to William. If later Elspeth should return for her belongings, she would gladly return the silver, but if she gave them to William they would never be seen again. She knew her betrothed very well. Moving into the hall, she closed the door behind her, intending to return later to clean the room.

THEY COULDN’T HAVE TRAVELED MORE than a few miles when Elspeth turned to see if they were being followed. The sight that greeted her made her stomach plummet.
A conspiracy of ravens flew from a smoke damaged tower at Amdel, a fluttering of wings so dense it looked like more smoke unfurling. Her breath caught as the mass swelled, lifting and diving in sync then separated after a macabre dance across the dusky morning sky.
Swallowing, she turned to peer into Malcom’s taut-jawed face. “Malcom?” she said. “Whatever it is you need to say, I beg you tell me now.”



Chapter
Twenty-Four

By the look on his face, Elspeth didn’t need to hear him say so to know that her mother had swept into the priory in the middle of the night, taking Seren, Rose and Arwyn. What she wished she hadn’t foreseen was that she’d sent Rhiannon by tumbril to Blackwood.
Obviously, they had been wrong about d’Lucy. He must have agreed to accept Rhiannon as a bride, but, if so, why the tumbril? Perhaps Morwen meant to make a point and humble Rhiannon in the process: that, for all the Goddess’ favor, Rhiannon was still subject to her mother’s whims.
But if d’Lucy knew of this and approved, he was more of a monster than Elspeth ever supposed. She had abandoned her sister to this man!
It didn’t matter that Rhiannon was more accomplished than she was; Elspeth was the eldest, and as the eldest, it was her duty to protect her sisters—a task she’d failed at, quite miserably.
If there was any comfort to be found it was that Rhiannon had been very clear with Malcom: She was going precisely where she wished to go.
And now, apparently, so was Elspeth, for Rhiannon had charged her “champion” with spiriting her north to Aldergh. And though Aldergh was also where Elspeth wished to go, she didn’t appreciate being used as a pawn in a game of Queen’s Chess.
Nevertheless, none of this was Malcom’s fault. He was but answering a call from the Goddess, and perhaps after all was said and done, he would be equally as horrified as Elspeth.
Only after they were far enough away from Amdel, with no sign of pursuit, did he finally slow their pace and produce the grimoire she and her sisters had begun putting together. Small as it was, Rhiannon must have found a way to hide it in on her person. And if Elspeth weren’t so appalled over the entirety of the situation, she might have laughed over the manner of Rhiannon’s delivery. It was just like her sister to be so theatrical—a small trait she and Morwen shared, along with her temper. Thankfully, that was all they had in common, and the world was a safer place for the disparity.
I’ll put a turd in your teeth and turd in your bride’s teeth too! she’d screamed. But where in the name of the Goddess had Rhiannon ever learned to speak such blasphemy?
Evidently, there was a lot Elspeth was beginning to realize she didn’t know about her sister—perhaps not all of it good.
As for the book… there was little wonder no one suspected it. There weren’t many men who could read or write, and fewer women. But, of course, they would think it no more than a heap of filthy rags.
And, it was dirty—stained with so much soil from their garden and all the tints and tinctures they’d created whilst crushing herbs. Malcom had hesitated to put it into his saddlebag after she was through with it, but Elspeth reminded him that he’d ridden halfway from Wales with the book nestled against his bare chest. He laughed, but it was rueful.
Along the way, he slowly confessed everything: He told Elspeth about finding the empty hut where she’d lived with her sisters, scrubbed free of every trace of its occupants; the strange conversation he’d shared with Ersinius; the broken wheel on the tumbril; the unsettling conversation he’d had with Rhiannon—everything.
And if he, too, seemed quiet thereafter, Elspeth well understood why: It was not every day a man was asked to believe the impossible.
How she longed to explain everything she knew about the Craft, but she wouldn’t do so, unless he asked. It was not her custom to speak openly about such things—not when her whole life she’d been warned against it and her grandmamau had suffered deadly consequences.
And aye—perhaps Morwen did betray their grandmother, but it was Elspeth who’d told the Scots king’s son about her
grandmamau’s skills. At scarcely five years of age, she had boasted to that wicked little boy that her grandmamau would cast a spell on him if he didn’t stop teasing her, and the wretch had gone to tattle to his father, who then told the Bishop, who then approached Morwen for confirmation. For the price of Blackwood, Morwen then handed her mother over to the Church to be burned alive, swearing her own innocence and devotion to the Church.
But Morwen was no Christian. She was a disciple of the Crone, the witch Goddess whose dabbling in the hud
du had been the downfall of Avalon.
Fortunately, her sister was right about this much: So long as Seren, Rose and Arwyn did not challenge Morwen, her mother would no more harm them than she would toss a pot of gold into the Endless Sea. They were but a means to whatever end she’d imagined, and Elspeth suspected Morwen meant to place them all strategically, as she did her gruesome little ravens, each daughter in the house of a lord she could manipulate to her will.
Her mother was naught if not patient and she had been planning this ill-conceived scheme for some thirteen years or more—most likely from the day she’d beguiled their father.
Poor, poor Henry.
But he was not alone; there weren’t many men who could resist Morwen’s wiles, and those who could, had little chance against her sorcery—dark magik Elspeth had no knowledge of, and therefore little recourse against.
They rode much of the afternoon in silence, and over the course of the following two days, they traveled by day, staying clear of the king’s roads, and sleeping by night on pallets, snuggling for warmth.
Malcom didn’t try to kiss her again, and neither did Elspeth tempt him—even if she did long to see if she could feel again what she’d felt that night of their vows. But it bedeviled her to know that even ensorcelled, he hadn’t wished to bed her.
Breeding, humph! She was not breeding, and quite likely she would never know the joys of children. Come one year and one day, Malcom would cast her away like that turd Rhiannon promised to cast between her teeth.
In fact, some part of her worried that he knew, deep down, that whatever he felt for her, it wasn’t real, but the problem was… Elspeth was coming to love him, as surely as her bones ached from so many hours in the saddle.
What was love, after all, but a higher form of magik born of faith, trust and affection?
In retrospect, she realized Rhiannon must be right: Whatever care Robert had had for them was perfunctory—as it was with Matilda.
For all that he’d rebuffed her, Malcom was the only man who’d ever truly supported her, in spite of their differences, and despite his fealty to Stephen—even despite the way she’d treated him on the day she’d first met him.
All this time, he’d fed her, cared for her, worried for her, and he’d offered her the ultimate sacrifice of all… he’d wed her. He’d put his entire life on hold, trusting her when she’d claimed that her sisters were in trouble, and without any proof that he could see, he’d ridden to aid them.
Once the spell faded, would he come to regret it?
Don’t think about that, Elspeth.
Don’t think about Rhiannon, or Seren, or Gwen or Arwyn.
Put your best face forward, and do what you must.
Of course, it was sage advice, but whence had it come?
Is it you, Rhiannon?
Silence.
Rhiannon!
With a shudder, she recalled the ravens that were released at Amdel. By now, they would have probably reached her mother. But she tried not to think about that either, lest she summon her mother’s hud
du without intention.
Only considering the grimoire in his saddlebag, Elspeth peered down at the white ribbon that slipped from her sleeve. Yesterday, she’d attempted to return his ring, but he’d bade her keep it, and remembering it now, she felt for the cold knob between her breast.
What is mine is yours, he’d said—did he mean it?
Regardless… until such time as he should cast her away, Elspeth swore she would make him a good, loyal wife. Somehow, she would repay him for all he had done for her.
You are the lady of Aldergh, she told herself. Raise your chin high.
But this was difficult to remember, hour after hour, mile after mile, as Merry Bells ambled ever northward.
The closer they came to their destination the more anxious Elspeth became. Would they accept her as their lady? Would they come to look at her askance for all her beliefs and her kinship? Would they cross themselves in her presence—or gnash their teeth behind her back?
Malcom’s brooding silence worried her more.
Swallowing her questions, Elspeth watched as the countryside shifted from lowlands to midlands and then into the rugged uplands of the north. “How long before we arrive?” she dared ask when her backside grew numb.
“Four, perhaps five days. I’m reluctant to push Merry Bells more than I have.”
Her bottom ached, but, of course, it must be as it must be, Elspeth told herself. So long as she was with Malcom, she had no complaints over the pace, and she was far less concerned over the journey north than she was over the prospect of leaving her sisters so far behind.
But Malcom’s persistent silence was killing her, because in that silence she imagined all the worst possibilities.
Once again, she tried to engage him. “Why do you call her Merry Bells?”
No answer.
“My father called his horse ‘horse.’”
There was a strange quality to his tone—not quite bitterness, though not affection either. “Your father, the king, do you mean?”
“Aye,” Elspeth said, noting the condescension. But she didn’t believe it was directed at her. It seemed more that he didn’t like Henry. “Did you ever meet my father?”
“Nay,” he said curtly, and Elspeth wanted to ask him why he loathed a man he’d never met. But now wasn’t the time, and she didn’t wish to take any chance to lose the only champion she had left in this mad, mad world. After a while, he said, softening perhaps, “If you must know, I named her after a dog. What is a horse, after all, but a big loyal dog?”
“Hmm,” Elspeth said. “I suppose ’tis true.” And she wanted to tell him that this, too, was a form of magic—the imbuing of a trait from one beast to another, although Malcom didn’t encourage any more conversation, so she resigned herself to his brooding silence.
Later in the day, when they stopped to water the horse at a small burn and Elspeth stretched her legs, she tried not to think about the bear growling in her belly or the bruises forming on her bottom.
It was too early to stop for the day, so they were again on the road after doing the necessary, and Malcom traded places with her, letting her ride behind him, so that she was forced to put her arms about his chest. She didn’t mind this; she rather liked laying her head on his back and listening to the calming thump thump of his heart.
“I have a question,” he said very soberly after they were well on the way, and Elspeth’s stomach roiled at his tone.
“What question?”
It took him a long, long while to respond again, and it seemed to Elspeth as though he were searching for the proper words—or perhaps preparing to say something she might not wish to hear. The muscles in her shoulders tightened as she waited. Had the time finally arrived for regrets? She held her breath, waiting…
“How much of my thoughts can you read, Elspeth?”
Elspeth blinked in surprise. “Me?”
“Aye, lass, I wasn’t talking about Rhiannon. I know what she can do.”
And now, at last, Elspeth understood his long hours of brooding silence. “Not so much as Rhiannon,” she reassured him.
“How much?” he persisted.
Elspeth was forced to think about the question a long moment. “In truth, I have never been able to do that with any person save Rhiannon. I always assumed it was her, not me. The most I’ve ever been able to do is commune with animals, and, of course, they cannot answer me, save by their actions.”
“Not with your other sisters?”
Elspeth shook her head, even though he couldn’t see her. “Nay,” she said. “And neither have they done any such thing with me. It was only Rhiannon who could ever do it—and in, truth, not even Morwen ever pervaded my thoughts.”
“Never?”
“Nay. Never,” she said, only now realizing the truth of the matter. She couldn’t remember a single time her mother had ever spoken through thoughts, and she would have known it because she would have felt her prying.
Elspeth considered this revelation curiously, wondering why it should be so. Her grandmother had had the ability as far as she could remember. With all the tools of their Craft at her disposal—the family grimoire and the scrying stone—it would seem that Morwen should have so much more inherent power. And yet it was only Rhiannon who could do so much without rites. In fact, so far as Elspeth knew, Rhiannon herself had never even cracked the spine of the grimoire. To do so meant pricking a finger for a drop of dewine blood, and all of her sisters had been too young to subject them to such a ritual. Elspeth was the only one her grandmother ever taught to open the Book of Secrets.
“Interesting,” he said. “Though it doesn’t answer my question, Elspeth. How much?”
Elspeth resisted the urge to reach up and fiddle with the small curls at the back of his nape. She tilted her head, and asked playfully, “Have you been keeping secrets from me, Malcom?”
He was silent a long moment, and Elspeth feared she’d angered him, but he finally said. “Did you not hear me?”
Elspeth frowned, perhaps not understanding. “Well, I did. You asked how much I could glean of your thoughts, and I answered you. Then I asked if you had been keeping secrets from me—and you did not answer.”
“I see,” he said, seemingly satisfied.
But, of course, he must be worried that she could read everything that passed through his head, so now she explained more soberly. “I can only hear what you wish me to hear, Malcom, the same as with you. If I will it to be so, and you have a reception to me, this is how it goes.”
He remained silent, listening.
“In this world, we are bound to one another—all of us. Simple beasts have far less guile and are not so different now from the day they were created. Have you never wondered why during a forest fire, animals flee together, even when the fire is miles away?”
Still, he listened without responding.
“Or, perhaps how birds will fly together seeming to know where their fellows will fly?”
“Messenger pigeons are drawn to whatever place they were born,” he argued.
“Of course. But I do not mean them. Rather, I mean, have you never seen them fly in formation? Altogether suddenly they will turn and fly in a different direction? Or even how Merry Bells may seem to know your intentions without your command?”
Still he said nothing, and Elspeth continued. “My grandmamau explained to me that long, long ago—many thousands of years, perhaps—people were far more accustomed to conversing with their minds. Not merely dewines, but everyone. You can imagine the cacophony they must have endured. A constant barrage of words, not merely their own, everyone’s all at once.
Still, he listened.
“Well, she claimed folks went mad, rising up against one another. And whether the Goddess decided to save them from their tumult, or whether they eventually learned to block this ability is not known. Perhaps in self-defense, it simply went away?”
Still, he said nothing.
“The only reason I still have the ability is because my people learned to control the skills our Great Mother gave us. But even amongst my own kind, all these many years gone, we are not equally skilled, and some of us are more open to the hud than others.”
For such a simple concept, Elspeth realized that the hud was not so simple for others to comprehend. She laid her head on Malcom’s back, letting him ponder what she’d already told him. And though he remained silent, he was calmer now; she could tell by the slowing of his heartbeat.
The sun was lowering on the horizon, filling the sky with a warm, dusky light, heralding the approaching Golden Hour—a time she and her sisters had once cherished. Depending upon the nature of a man’s heart, it was either the most peaceful hour of the day… or the most treacherous.
“What about Rhiannon?”
Elspeth lifted her head, encouraged by his question. “Rhiannon is one whose skills surpass all others, though in truth, I do not believe Rhiannon knows all she is capable of. And now that I am gone from the priory, I am discovering I, too, have skills I did not realize I possessed.”
“Such as?”
“Well… as I said… I have always been able to influence animals, but I suppose the ability to speak without voice is a surprise to me. And, of course, you know I have the ability to heal. I can sometimes manipulate elements as well, but, most gifts are bestowed by the Goddess, and I must speak rites to summon her divinity.”
“Rites?”
“Sacred words known to my people. I spoke them the night I healed you.”
“But I do not remember you speaking any words when you roused the torches at Amdel?”
Never having really considered why she needed rites for some spells, but not others, Elspeth considered his question a long moment. For most of her life she had simply accepted her abilities in much the same way that one accepted that some folks could croon like songbirds and others croaked like frogs. But though she didn’t have any plausible answers, she supposed. “For some reason the kindling of a flame comes easier than most spells. I suppose that some spells require more of the hud than I can summon on my own.”
She wanted to tell him about the aether spell, but didn’t want to think over the consequences she might still face over that, much less explain how it worked—especially when she didn’t know anything with certainty.
But he seemed pensive now, ready to hear more, so she tried to help him understand. “Only think of it this way, Malcom: All spells come from my own inner light. Harnessing it is like focusing sunlight through a glass.”
“And your visions?”
“Much the same, but different. Most who are sensitive still use a scrying stone—or fire, or water. Some might descry by touching an object and focusing on something connected to it. Yet others might do so in dreams. But, in truth, I did not know I could have any visions. That night, in the hall was my first, and before then, I had not known it was possible for me to see without rites.”
Again, only Rhiannon had the ability for this, and she seemed to need nothing but her mind and her desire to do so. But, in truth, there was little of the hud that existed beyond the natural world, and in theory, anyone should be able to do so. A dream was a dream was a dream, and it was not so difficult to summon, but rather it was the interpretation one attached to the occurrence. Most people simply took such things for granted.
“I don’t think it was your first,” he suggested.
“Nay?”
“Nay.”
And before Elspeth could ask precisely what he meant, she remembered the waking vision they’d shared, and her cheeks burned over the memory.
But then, the more she thought about it, the warmer she grew, and after a while, she felt a stirring in her womb that was exacerbated by the trot of his horse. She wiggled in the saddle, and much to her dismay, it only made matters worse.
“Sweet fates,” she said, aloud.
“What?”
“I remember,” she said. “I do remember.” And, thereafter, she was acutely aware of the heat of Malcom’s skin, even through the layers of her clothing. Her nipples ached, and she pressed her breasts against her husband, wanting to command him to stop. But stop what? He wasn’t doing anything—she was!
Elspeth groaned, wiggling again, leaning her weight on Malcom, trying to make it stop, praying he wouldn’t guess at her troubles.
The horse kept right on trotting—trot, trot, trot.
“Oh, my,” she said breathlessly.
“What?”
Without warning, her eyes rolled back in her head, and she clutched at Malcom’s arms, gasping softly as tiny tremors rushed through her body. Once they’d passed she swallowed, blinking, startled. Never in her life had she experienced such a keen surge of pleasure, and now her body was… entirely too sensitive, and she didn’t know what to say. “Tis naught,” she said, in a small voice, embarrassed.
It felt like an eternity passed before he spoke again, and then he said, “Oh!” as though he hadn’t any inkling that she’d experienced some miraculous awakening. “I nearly forgot.”
Elspeth was almost too dazed to follow.
“Your sister bade me tell you something: She said, ‘I merely called you, I did not beguile you.’ Do you know what she meant by that?”
Elspeth blinked.
She did not beguile Malcom?
“Nay,” she lied, swallowing as she laid her head back down, closing her eyes, her heart flowering with joy.
All he was doing… all he had done… it was by his own free will and knowing this pleased Elspeth immensely. And sweet fates, her body suddenly felt sated in a way she hadn’t ever known before. “I’m sleepy,” she whispered, smiling.
“Not that wretched sleeping spell, I hope?”
Elspeth laughed, nuzzling her cheek against his scarlet tunic, only a wee bit regretful now that she’d lost her matching gown. And she dared to jest with him. “Evidently, we are traveling in the right direction.”
There was a hint of smile in his voice, but rather than annoy her, it pleased her immensely. “We are going home,” he told her, and if, indeed, he was coming to rue the day he’d met her, it wasn’t obvious in his tone.
Elspeth dared to hope.

HOURS LATER, she couldn’t stop thinking about… that
thing… that delicious thing that happened in the saddle. It was like magik and she wanted to do it again—and again, and again.
Even now, with merely the memory, her body seemed to be on the verge of something spectacular, and it was Malcom’s presence that evoked it. She was warm, despite the cool evening, and wished she were lying in his arms.
What, in the name of the Goddess, came over her?
Instinctively, she knew her aura must be burning a bright red, and she was grateful Malcom could not see it. For his part, he sat striking together flint to steel, trying to catch a flame whilst she sat watching, longing to help, but reluctant to do anything unless he asked.
They had spoken more, at length, about the Craft and dewines and the hud, but it seemed to Elspeth that he held this particular task rather sacred—as though his ability to rouse a flame were somehow integral to his manhood. If he only realized what other flame he had kindled—perhaps then he wouldn’t be so concerned with the one beneath his flint.
Alas, the onetime she’d attempted to start it for him, he’d cast her a warning glare and said, “I need no magik to feed my belly or yours.”
Five days now they’d been traveling, and they’d stopped early this evening to camp in a boggy woodland. Everything felt grey and dewy, as though it had been raining for years. She longed to bring out the sun and burn off the haze, but she knew better than to go about willy-nilly, casting aether spells. Even if it wouldn’t revile Malcom, it wasn’t in anyone’s best interest to thwart the will of the gods. As yet, she still had no inkling what fate would demand for that spell she and her sisters cast in Wales. And so far, she’d not told Malcom about that—or about the auras she could read. It didn’t seem to behoove her, considering his concerns.
If he realized she could read his desires, and his fears, and his joys in the air surrounding him, even before a thought ever reached his head, what then would he say?
So, then, she let him strike away at his flint, saying nothing, looking askance, and trying not to notice the deep red hue surrounding him—deeper yet by the second, and she knew very well it wasn’t anger.
Well, so he might be annoyed by the lack of fire, but that was only frustration. With her, he had been nothing if not kind and gentle, and the closer they came to arriving “home,” the sweeter he became.
He desires me, she realized, with a clarity borne of her sister’s message. He truly desires me.
Tonight the evidence was plain to see—a vivid cloud of red that enveloped him wholly. And if she wasn’t quite so famished, she would show him exactly how she felt about him. Alas, her stomach growled.
“Art hungry?” he asked.
“Quite,” Elspeth said, and she curled up her knees, wrapping her hands about her legs, trying not to think about the butterflies flitting in her belly.
Ever since leaving Amdel, they hadn’t had much to eat but chickweed and sorrel and berries, eggs and mushrooms. Malcom hadn’t wished to hunt, for fear of borrowing anymore trouble.
Thankfully, he, too, was quite well versed in foraging, but Elspeth could do it better. She knew precisely which plants were edible, and by now, she was beginning to fill her purse.
Evidently, now that they were closer to Aldergh, he felt more at ease to hunt, but no matter how hard he tried to make it work, the sparks would not fly, and Elspeth feared it was because everything was so wet. She herself felt damp to her bones, and she was eager for the coming fire—if only he’d allow her to light it for him.
At last, looking furious—more at himself—he turned to look at her, and said, “Go on. Do it. I know you’re dying to.”
“Art sure?”
“As sure as I am that I will begin gnawing at Merry Bells herself if I dinna put something substantial in my belly.”
Elspeth laughed, sending Merry Bells a thought of reassurance. She closed her eyes, imagining the flash of light before her lids, and whispered:
Fire burn, light bestow, I conjure you, high and low.
She felt a burst of heat, and then opened her eyes to see that Malcom was looking at her, scowling. “You had to speak words this time? I thought you didn’t have to do that? Did you do it just for show?”
Elspeth tried not to laugh. “Everything is wet,” she explained.
To that, he gave her a dubious nod, arching a brow. “You can’t wave your hand and conjure a cony while you’re at it, can you?”
Elspeth shook her head, though, in fact, she could.
Well… she couldn’t produce one from thin air, but she could certainly lure one to her hands. And nevertheless, she would no more summon some poor beast from its sanctuary, urging it to trust her, only to fill her belly. That would be a grievous sin. There was more than enough to be found foraging, and a few hunger pangs never put anyone at risk of starvation.
With the fire now lit, Malcom grabbed his bow, annoyed, and set out to hunt. “I’ll stay close,” he reassured, and Elspeth nodded.
Sighing, she got up from the blanket to go after the blackberries she’d saved for later. Of course, she would try whatever Malcom brought back as well, if only to soothe his injured pride, but she would leave most of it for him. She didn’t mind a bit of flesh, but preferred not to make it a habit. And while she was looking for the berries, she remembered the book down in Malcom’s saddlebag, and fished it out, bringing it back to the blanket and sitting down to peruse it.
With her hand full of berries, trying not to squash them, and the juice seeping from her palm, she laid the berries down, glad for the tartan in case she might stain it. And once she was settled, she opened the grimoire.
A small slip of parchment slipped out from the pages. It was a drawing—a golden two-headed falcon with a maxim that read Altium, citius, fortius.



Chapter
Twenty-Five

There was no mistaking her sister’s artwork.
Rhiannon’s drawings were done with a practiced hand. It was her work that graced the pages of their grimoire—all the sketches of flora and fauna, detailed to the smallest degree.
If Elspeth needed more proof than the words with which Malcom had returned from Wales, she had it now in the sketch done by her sister’s hand, scribbled in ash and sealed with wax.
How long had she known?
Obviously, her sister had had a vision of Elspeth’s future, and now that Elspeth realized, she, too, could see more clearly…
Their bond was irrefutable by the simple fact that Malcom could hear her, and that he so easily had championed her. He was her soul mate bonded to her by the Goddess—and she understood now that he must feel it as well, or else he would never have wed her so swiftly, without dispensation from the Church, or consent from his king. Without any hesitation, they had bound themselves together as man and wife in the oldest imaginable ceremony, practiced by lovers since time immemorial.
But, now, Elspeth wondered: Could Malcom also be the key to all their futures? Was it possible Rhiannon had seen this, as well, and this was why her sister had insisted so vehemently that Elspeth must leave the priory?
All things were connected, Elspeth realized.
Where a butterfly fluttered its wings, that’s where the mighty gale was spawned. Consequently, it was the angry flap of a mean hen’s wings after swallowing a seed that birthed a sea swell tremendous enough to sink the entire Island of Avalon.
Thinking about that, later that evening, she lay next to Malcom, facing his back in the darkness, listening to him breathe, remembering the delightful feelings she had experienced whilst riding behind him in the saddle. Her cheeks burned over the memory, but if she could experience that with nothing but his proximity, spurred by the sound of his voice and the warmth of his body, what more could she feel? Even now, her skin warmed as she considered what to do…
Up in the sky, the moon was but a sliver.
Do it, Elspeth.
Tomorrow they would arrive at Aldergh, and, if Malcom would accept her, in truth, she wanted to give herself to him, body and soul. She would like to arrive as the lady he’d raised her to be. With little innocence in her intentions—she draped her arm about him, wiggling closer…
“Malcom,” she whispered, and dared to slip a knee into the warmth between his thighs.
He stirred, but did not immediately respond, and Elspeth knew instinctively there would be no better time than now, whilst the breeze smelled so achingly sweet and the crackling of the flames reminded her of Beltane fires.
She wasn’t a child any longer. She was four and twenty. She understood what passed between men and women. It was impossible to sleep within hearing distance of Morwen and not glean these things, even as a child. But the more Elspeth thought about it, the more she wanted to know Malcom… as a woman should know a man… as a wife should know a husband. And someday, she wanted to carry his babe in truth.
Pressing closer, reveling in the warmth of his skin, desire roused in her body, warming her to her womb. She felt an ache deep down, imagining him pressing her down into the blanket, flesh to flesh, mouth to mouth, body to body… soul to soul.
“Malcom?”
Dare she wake him?
But what if he denied her?
Again.
At the moment, she didn’t care. Her body felt as though it were afire, her breasts aching for his touch.
Intuitively, she needed a deeper bond with this man lying so close beside her. “Malcom,” she whispered insistently, and this time he opened his eyes, turning to face her on the pallet.
“What is it, lass?”
They were face to face now… breath to breath… and Elspeth’s heart beat so fiercely that she thought it might burst from her breast. Her mouth felt parched, her lips too dry to speak. Her arms ached to hold him…
“Malcom… if you will have me… I would be your wife, in truth…”
“Elspeth?” he said hoarsely, and her name seemed to be a question. Inhaling a breath for courage, Elspeth slid closer, and then, emboldened, she covered his body with hers, not entirely certain what to do, listening to the siren’s voice all women possessed. Short of breath, needing something she knew only Malcom could give her, she lifted a hand to her breast…
MALCOM WATCHED her with hooded eyes, the veil of sleep vanished. Bold and unashamed, she loomed over him, her body arching for his touch, looking like a goddess incarnate.
“I would be your wife in truth,” she said again, and it was as though she beguiled him with her soft, sweet words, because Malcom’s cock rose to nestle greedily between her thighs, like a poppet-master with a marionette.
Somehow, he managed to clear the fog from his brain. “Elspeth,” he said. “I warned you once… I would not turn you away next time.”
“I do not want you to turn me away,” she said silkily, bending to cover his mouth with her soft, sweet lips. And giving truth to her words, her fingers slid from her breast, down to his belly, teasing him like a woman who knew what she wanted.
Somehow—by his own hand or hers—the laces fell away from Malcom’s breeches. He shrugged them off, heat simmering through his loins, and seized her hand, wanting her to understand beyond a shadow of doubt what it was he would have of her. He slid their joined hands down to the part of him that most needed her caresses, pressing it firmly against his shaft, begging her to understand.
To his surprise, and delight, she closed her hand about him, and the feel of her warm fist racked him with shivers.
Ach, God… it had been so long since he’d lain with a woman—and Elspeth… she was his wife.
Night after night, he’d lain beside her, exercising incredible will not to touch her. Tonight his efforts would come to naught.
Any mind he had to release her flew out of his head as he lifted her skirt, sliding his hand beneath her gown, caressing her warm, soft thigh. And before he could think to prepare her, she settled herself over him and Malcom cried out with pleasure as her warm, sweet body embraced him like glove meant only for him.
“Elspeth,” he said again, with a guttural moan, but gone now was the shy, retiring lass. Now she was in control.
And then he felt it and knew… She was a virgin. Her maidenhead was intact.
With some effort, he stilled her hips, searching her lovely face, painted amber by the light of the fire. He brushed a thumb across the soft hairs of her mons, teasing her soft wet flesh, even as his fogged brain commanded him to stop.
She was his wife, he reminded himself and this was naught he should deny himself. But he wanted her to understand that what came next was binding. But even as he tried to warn her, her gaze filled with unbridled desire, and her body came alive with a purpose all its own, tempting him to lose his mind.
Rolling instinctively to regain control, Malcom carried her with him, so that she lay beneath him. He peered down into her beautiful violet eyes, willing her to understand all that was in his heart. “Elspeth,” he said gruffly. “If you stay with me, I will promise you my heart and soul.”
“I wish to be your wife, in truth,” she said again, insistently, and Malcom’s heart flowered with joy. Eager to lose himself in the promise of her arms, he thrust her gown aside, regretting the time and place and slowly pushed himself inside her. Groaning with pent up desire, he swallowed her soft cries with his mouth. And then, all thought was banished as she moved beneath him like a siren, taunting, teasing…
She reached for him, wrapping her arms and legs about his middle greedily and Malcom abandoned himself to her.
By the light of a Bright Moon, they made love by the fire, binding themselves together.
“You are mine,” he said sweetly, and promised, “I am yours…”

THE FOLLOWING MORNING, it surprised Elspeth to learn how close they were to Aldergh. Perhaps intending to surprise her, Malcom hadn’t said a word. They arrived midmorning to much hustle and bustle.
The castel itself reminded Elspeth of the rough and rubble Roman fortresses so predominant throughout the country of her birth. Only the landscape here was different—flat-topped hills in the wake of the Pennines, covered with cottongrass, purple moor grass and heath rush.
Along the journey north, they had skirted about the mountains. However, now they found themselves nestled along the foothills generously peppered with oak and maple groves.
With its soaring corner towers and a massive curtain wall, the castel itself seemed impervious to intruders, and with bulwarks like these under his rule, it was no wonder Stephen managed to hold onto his throne. Whatever ground Matilda might gain, there would always be strongholds like these to prevent her from seizing the rest, and unless she turned the hearts of these men, her cause would be lost. Merely gazing upon her new home gave lie to any hope she had for her sister’s triumph. But now, how could she dare hope for Matilda’s victory when winning meant a defeat for Malcom?
Reining in Merry Bells, Malcom sat for a moment, perhaps to allow Elspeth time to take in the remarkable sight of her new abode.
Merry Bells seemed to scent where she was, because the horse danced beneath them like a child filled with excitement. Elspeth herself took in a lungful of air, scenting the heath rush.
Malcom said after a moment, “God’s truth… I never grow tired of seeing it from this vantage. ’Tis hardly a thing I ever dreamt I would do as a boy.” And the look in his eyes held a certain wistfulness.
Of course, she could see why he would be proud; even Blackwood wasn’t so sizable. If there was aught about her family’s ancestral home that surpassed this stronghold, it was merely its position so high atop the Black Mountains. Also like Blackwood, this was no upstart castel; it was built for the ages, added upon little by little, until it seemed particularly… monstrous—a miscellany of construction, with red stone and yellow. A band of red brick in the Roman fashion wove itself along the entire edifice, continuing from the wall into the two multangular towers that stood on either side of the fort. The rough and rubble wall itself had putlog holes to provide for the platformed floor inside and she knew this because it mirrored the construction at Blackwood—even down to the arched entryways.
“My grandfather added the moat,” he said, pointing it out. “I expanded it and constructed the new bridge. The corner towers were two; I built the third and fourth.”
“Tis…” Elspeth nodded, uncertain what to say. It certainly wasn’t beautiful by any means, but it wasn’t poor. “Tis…”
Malcom laughed. “Tis ours,” he said, finishing for her at last, as he tightened the arm about her waist, reassuring her. “It seems formidable from this vantage, but I can assure you that you will have every comfort within.”
That was not what Elspeth was concerned about at all. She had lived crudely for most of her life. Whatever creature comforts she would enjoy inside her new home, she would appreciate beyond measure. But whilst it didn’t have precisely the aura Amdel had, it was still… unnerving.
For the most part, she couldn’t quite tell whether she had this strange hesitancy because of the castel itself, or whether it was her terror over being judged by its people.
Early this morning, they had awakened together, arms and legs entwined, and Malcom had kissed her firmly upon the lips, then as though he were a practiced lady’s maid, he’d helped Elspeth dress. And if that were not enough, he’d combed the mess of her tangles with his fingertips, and then plaited her hair in much the same fashion she’d had done the night of their vows. For all that anyone could tell, she was a proper lady arrived at her new home—a lady dressed in fine linsey-woolsey, and once again, she bemoaned the fact that she’d left the scarlet at Amdel. How striking it would have been to arrive home dressed as the lord and lady in matching finery.
In the distance, Elspeth heard the creaking and groaning of metal as the heavy portcullis rose. Even without banners, they knew their lord and were prepared to welcome him.
“The portcullis itself is rather ingenious, he said. “Normally, in times of war, you would cut ropes to close it quickly. But my grandfather employed engineers to design a clasp that would release with the turn of a latch. As far as I have seen, it is not a well-used design.” He leaned his chin on her shoulder, pointing to the left of the castel. “There’s a postern gate as well, but I keep it sealed.”
Elspeth nodded. “So, did your grandsire inherit the estate?”
“Nay,” he said. “He did not. Though I cannot glean more than that it was once a Roman bastion, built around the same time as York. But, unlike York, this fortress was destroyed before the Roman’s departed. It was my grandsire who seized upon its potential and with your father’s blessings, he created this monstrosity.”
Aye, so that was the word Elspeth might have used: Monstrosity.
Instinctively, her fingers moved to her braided necklace and she drew it out of her gown, clasping the signet ring. “He must have been a great man,” she said, for lack of a better thing to say. If his grandsire had answered to her father, it was because Henry had considered him worthy.
“Hardly,” Malcom replied. “But he made up for it in the end.”
“How so?”
“By dying,” he said, and snapped Merry Bells reins.
Elspeth frowned. It wasn’t the first time he’d suggested his grandsire’s disfavor, but Elspeth held her tongue, leaving this discussion for another day. Now was not the time to broach unhappy memories. They were home now, at last. Sweet fates, but she was nervous.
The gates opened wide to greet them. But, unlike at Amdel, there were smiles aplenty for them once they crossed the bridge.
“Welcome home, my lord!”
“Welcome!”
“Malcom! Malcom!” they shouted.
Hues and cries sounded from every direction, and by the time they reached the inner bailey, Elspeth could hear them already lowering the portcullis. The villein—not just the soldiers—filtered in to greet their newly returned lord, accompanied by women and children.
Malcom dismounted, patting Elspeth’s thigh, bidding her to wait, and if she sensed curiosity in the sundry faces that surrounded her, it was momentarily overshadowed by their hearty welcome for the lord himself. Clearly, they cherished Malcom.
“Di’ ye bring me a Welsh bow—like ye said, Mal?” It was a small boy dressed like a page with flaxen hair, and bright green eyes who’d elbowed his way through the crowd, and Elspeth knew a moment of surprise, because he looked to be the spitting image of Malcom.
Malcom grinned. “I did, Wee Davey, but you’ll have to wait to get it.” He patted the boy on the head as the lad clapped his hands gleefully.
Another man came forward. “Tis a bloody good thing ye’ve returned, my lord. There’s an envoy from Carlisle.”
“Envoy?”
“Cameron, with news,” explained the man.
“You gave us a scare, m’lord,” complained a well-rounded woman. “We worried when Daw came crawling’ home w’oot ye!”
Malcom started. “Daw returned?”
“Aye, my lord, evening past. But he seems worse for the wear. Bertie is tending him.”
Malcom nodded. “Good, I suppose,” he said. And then he raised a hand to hush everybody all at once. He peered up at Elspeth, winking at her, then reached up to bear her down from the saddle and set her down so she stood beside him. “I have news of my own,” he announced, taking Elspeth by the hand, and raising their joined hands for all to see. “I am returned a man wed. I present to you your lady of Aldergh!”
There was a moment of stunned silence, and then slowly, very slowly, one by one, as though realizing it wasn’t a jest, the crowd began to clap. And if their initial quietude was anything at all, it seemed to be a case of genuine shock because the smiles that ensued appeared to be genuine.
“You will heed her every word,” he said, “and you will come to love her as I do.”
Elspeth blinked in surprise, having never heard him speak those words. He looked at her, and smiled, and the boyish curve of his lips, like the sparkle in his green eyes, nearly buckled her knees.
“All hail my lady of Aldergh!” shouted Wee Davie, with such unbridled joy that Elspeth burst out with a giggle, and the crowd followed the boy’s lead. “All hail my lady of Aldergh!”
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Hours later, Malcom’s sweet words still sang through Elspeth’s heart like a gleeful song. But of course, she didn’t have the chance to tell him so because he was ushered away the instant he finished his announcement.
With apologies, he kissed Elspeth on the forehead and left her in the care of an older woman by the name of Cora. He bent to whisper something into the maid’s ear, then winked at Elspeth one last time before taking his leave, and like a wee child being deprived of a parent, Elspeth longed to leap at him and beg him not to go.
And nevertheless, whatever anxiety she’d felt over his departure soon diminished because she found herself surrounded by ladies, all vying for her attention, each one more nervous than she.
She met Cora, whose husband was the steward in Malcom’s absence, her daughters Ellyn, Mary and Agnes, and then she also met the ladies who worked in the kitchen—Margery, Ava, Meggie and Rhoslyn. Of course, there were more, but it would take time to learn everyone’s names.
Enduring the nervous giggles from the young girls, Cora gave Elspeth a quick tour of the premise and then led the cluster of women into the separate kitchens, where the maid then relinquished the chatelaine’s keys to Elspeth, and ordered her ladies to get back to work in preparation of the evening’s meal. But, of course, they had guests in house, and the lord himself was newly returned—with a bride no less!
Listening to Cora go on and on about the customs of their house, Elspeth clutched the chatelaine’s keys, praying she would rise to the occasion, because she’d never been taught any of the particulars of managing a household, great or small. There was so much to learn—what food to serve, which supplies to buy, which crops to plant or harvest, what clothes to make and mend, which areas of the house to clean first and last, which supplies to make, and how. Fortunately, she knew well enough how to read and write; the rest she would investigate.
But she soon realized she hadn’t much to worry over, because despite the lord’s absence, she found the castel
to be in wonderful keeping. Fresh rushes were already strewn about the floors, the tapestries were clean and well-tended, and there were no cobwebs in the corners.
The kitchens, too, were well kept, and the garden was large, if lacking. And this was the one place Elspeth excelled.
Once the tour was over, Cora sent her giggling daughters away and led Elspeth up the stairwell to the lord’s chamber. There, she proceeded to show Elspeth the coffers Malcom had told her about, each one filled to bursting with garments and jewelry that had once belonged to Malcom’s grandmother.
“All these are Lady Eleanore’s,” Cora said, opening the largest of the chests and removing a beautiful silver chatelaine’s belt, meant to be worn about the waist.
Attached to the belt was a small silver coin purse, and a silver clasp for her keys. Elspeth gasped, for she had never seen anything so fine. Nor had she ever had any coins to put in any such purse. She tried to imagine herself entertaining merchants and opening up her lovely little purse, but couldn’t quite picture it. Perhaps she would use it for herbs? It was so much finer than the one she’d fashioned of Malcom’s sherte. But lord, there were so many keys! Brushing a finger across the filigree, she said, “Art certain I should be wearing this?”
The woman’s head cocked back, like a hen’s. “Why ever not, m’lady? The lord himself bade me give it to you.”
Elspeth lifted her chin, realizing that must be what Malcom had been whispering into her ear.
She nodded, accepting the belt from Cora and tried it at her waist. Cora immediately jumped up to help her clasp it around the back. Once done, she sat back down, and left Elspeth to admire her new possession.
“So lovely,” Elspeth murmured, entirely preoccupied with the shining belt, but then she peered up and gasped aloud at the gown Cora removed from the coffer—a ruby-red brocade trimmed with ermine, followed by a companion cloak to the one Malcom wore. And thereafter, it seemed every dress unveiled was finer than the one before. By the blessed cauldron, it was too rich a bestowal for a girl who’d knelt so short a time ago on dirt floors in order to kindle a fire in her hearth. Rather than wear all these fine gowns herself, it would be so much more rewarding to share a few with her sisters. The very thought of them made her heart sore.
Where were they now? In London, simpering before the king?
Lord, but it galled Elspeth to think such things. But she tried not to think about that, or the reason she was here… because of the sacrifices her sisters had made in her behalf—and in particular Rhiannon, who’d so adamantly insisted Elspeth leave. And regardless, seated before such a plethora of riches, she felt acutely the guilt she’d felt over leaving her sisters behind. By all rights, they should be here with her now, sharing in her good fortune. Saddened by the thought, she nevertheless sat, poring through coffers, putting dresses aside to be fitted and altered, thinking how beautiful Seren might look in this one or that one, and all the while she listened to Cora, eager to know more about the man she’d wed.
“This, too, was Lady Eleanore’s,” Cora explained, handing over a small ring—once again, a match to the one Malcom wore—to the one she now wore about her neck. And she wondered if Malcom knew it existed.
Taking the small ring from Cora, she slid it onto her finger and found the fit to be perfect. It was a more delicate version than the lord’s ring, still it bore the same golden two-headed falcon.
“O’ course, he took it away from her when he sent her away,” Cora said.
“He?”
The old maid smoothed a liver-spotted hand across her graying hair. “The auld lord,” she lamented. “If’n ye ask me, the Lady Eleanore was far too good for the likes of him.” She smiled ruefully at Elspeth.
“He wanted a boy, loathed the child he was given. Certain as he was he could never sire himself a lass, he accused the Lady of infidelity and sent her to live and die in a nunnery, leaving his daughter to roam his halls in tatters—for shame.”
Malcom’s stepmother, Elspeth presumed. The girl without a name. She fiddled with her new ring, longing to hear more and Cora must have sensed her interest, because she continued with a wistful smile.
“She was the Lady’s spitting image. Poor little thing, hair so matted ye caudna push a comb through it. I always feared to find birds nesting in that mess.”
Elspeth drew a lovely rose-colored gown out of the coffer, rolling it across the floor, listening to Cora go on about the birds nesting in Page’s tangles. And then, just to be sure, she found herself asking, “So… you keep birds here?”
“O’course, lass! Hens, cocks. The lord himself keeps an aviary with peregrines for hunting.”
Elspeth looked askance at the maid. “Only peregrines?”
“Mayhap a pigeon or two,” she said, shrugging, casting Elspeth a curious glance. And then her stomach growled, and she said with a bark of laughter, “Most birds we tend here are sitting on trenchers.”
Elspeth giggled. So, too, did Cora.
She marveled over the magnificent toiletries, thinking how strange luck should be. Little less than two weeks ago, she’d been worrying over marrying Cael d’Lucy and today she had a wonderful new home to tend to—and incredible gifts to enjoy. But, of course, Cora must assume it was no more than Elspeth’s due as the wife of an earl, but she had no clue how mean Elspeth’s life had been before now. And she wondered idly if Cora would have preferred to have seen all this finery awarded to Lady Eleanore’s daughter. But why hadn’t Malcom given them to her before now? Curiosity got the best of her. “I take it you knew Page well?”
“Well enough… she was my friend,” the maid said.
Friend, Elspeth marveled. How curious. Not for an instant could she ever imagine Dominique considering her reticent maid to be her friend. She had called her sister, perhaps, but she’d treated her more like a servant. And yet, not unkindly, for though she clearly had been brought up to consider her station, she hadn’t had a mean bone in her body.
Elspeth regretted having left so quickly, if only for Dominique’s sake. She’d been so very kind—but forsooth, as generous as Dominique had been, and as lovely as her gifts were, she felt lost now amidst a sea of shining gold and silver and beautiful gowns. She was like a child with awe. “My lord is a generous man,” Elspeth said, surrounded by the proof of it. The old lord might not have cherished or trusted his poor wife, but he had lavished riches upon her whilst she was here.
The woman smiled fondly. “Aye, lass, but lest ye’ve known him so long I have, ye’ll never know the truth of it.”
Elspeth lifted her chin, dangling a silver girdle from her fingertips. “How long?”
Cora gave her a single nod. “Eleven years since he rode through those gates, my dear, but I knew that boy when he was six, brought here by treachery.”
“Treachery?”
“Mean old Henry meant to steal him south to court.”
Startled, Elspeth opened her mouth to speak against the accusation, but closed it again. She pulled out one last gown from the coffer—a sapphire blue with silver appliqué about the bodice—and pretended an interest in the embroidery, running her fingers across the design.
Her father brought Malcom to Aldergh? At six? Why? And why hadn’t Malcom told her?
Cora grinned. “His Da came riding up to these gates, bold as you please, demanding the return of his boy.”
Elspeth fiddled with the sleeve of the gown, pressing out a wrinkle. “But… Henry must have intended him to be his cherished ward?”
“Pah!” said the maid. “He meant to use that boy to bend the father to his will. But you see how that turned out.” She gave Elspeth a vengeful nod. “Little wonder he met his end the way he did—and no wonder at all my darling Page had no love for the house she was born in.” Reliving the memory perhaps, Cora brushed a finger under one eye.
Only now Elspeth remembered another conversation… Aldergh belonged to my grandsire, Malcom had said. It passed to me after he died.
Elspeth had been so focused on the grievous injustice that a woman should be passed over for a man—yet again—that she’d not even considered asking why.
How did he die? she’d asked.
How do most dishonorable men meet their end?
Elspeth folded the sapphire blue gown, setting it aside. “And how, precisely, did the old lord meet his end?”
The woman was busy refolding gowns and putting them into piles—some to be laundered, some to be fitted, and some to put back in storage. “Ah, well, ye know, I wasn’t there. But I did hear the tale. My lord slew him, put a sword through his cauld heart.”
Elspeth screwed her face. “Malcom?”
“Yes, m’lady. He did.”
Stunned. Elspeth sat back.
Malcom murdered his grandsire?
I am quite certain you won your title by honorable means, she’d said so sourly. Only now she understood why he’d been so furious with her, and her heart despaired for him.
No wonder he now supported Stephen and forswore her father! She loathed to think what he must have endured—with the death of his birth mother, and his abduction by her father—but as much as the discovery aggrieved her, she was glad, at least, to know and understand his past, and she vowed again to be the best wife she could be—no matter his politikal affiliations. If her father’s widow, Adeliza of Louvain, who’d wed Stephen’s ally, could love two men, both with different politiks, so could Elspeth.
Only now, for the first time in her life Elspeth understood how it might be possible for different minds to ally. Insofar as Elspeth was concerned, it didn’t matter to her who Malcom served. She would find a way to treat him with honor and still find a way to serve her sister as well.

SENSING the importance of his war council—for what else could it be called?—Elspeth had deferred the evening’s festivities for tomorrow, sending the kitchen’s efforts into Malcom’s council room instead.
That he wasn’t with her on their first evening returned to Aldergh sorely aggrieved him, but there was little doubt; his heart wasn’t in the mood for a celebration tonight.
As Rhiannon had claimed, war was, indeed, nigh. It came to him from all sides now, and no doubt there would be hell to pay for absconding with and marrying Elspeth.
Only now, that was the least of his troubles; as he’d long suspected, the summons north was but a ruse to get him to the table and David of Scotia was now mounting a campaign from Carlisle. He’d sent Malcom’s cousin Cameron along with Caden Mac Swein to persuade Malcom to join his fight.
It was his intention to bring the entirety of the kingdom of Northumbria under his dominion, and at the instant, he had his sights set on York. Like so many, he feared Stephen meant to abdicate his throne in favor of his son, and he’d made himself clear: He would never ally with Eustace.
If the father was ineffectual, the son was a miscreant.
Malcom raked a hand wearily through his hair, because, in truth, though he could be right, so long as Stephen wore the English crown, Malcom swore him an oath of fealty. “So my father is with David at Carlisle?”
Cameron nodded.
“Why did he not come himself?”
Cameron lifted a shoulder. “He’s proud, Mal. As he must see it, ’tis your duty as his firstborn to come to heel.”
Malcom lifted a brow. “Come to heel?”
“Tis a matter of speech, Mal. You know what I mean.”
“Nay. I do not know what you mean,” snapped Malcom. “And it angers me that he had so little compunction over allowing his name to be used to summon me north.” Malcom slammed his fist against the table, and the sound of it reverberated through the hall, like thunder. “How dare he leave me to believe he could be dying!”
Cameron lifted his shoulder yet again. “If it makes ye feel better, Mal, it wasn’t your father’s idea. It was mine.”
“Nay! That most assuredly does not make me feel better.”
Stretching his neck, Cameron poured the last of the vin from the flagon into his own cup. “So then… you’ll keep your vows if Stephen abdicates?”
Considering the question, Malcom tipped his own glass to peer inside, wishing now that he’d not ordered the last of the serving girls out of the hall. His tongue was parched, and they’d yet to come to any sort of agreement.
By now, Elspeth must be long abed, and to his mind, this was no way to welcome his bride to her new home. “I am certain it will never come to pass,” he said finally, annoyed, tired, ready to be abed.
Cameron was clearly not of the same mind. “’Tis blind faith ye gi’ a man who’s already claimed he would do so, and if he manages to convince Theobald to confirm him, he will do it.”
Malcom shook his head. “The Archbishop will not agree to it so long as the Pope disagrees, and I am certain he is through with the matter. We’ve all seen what his meddling begot him—exile.”
Cameron gulped down his drink and smacked down his cup. “I disagree. Whatever disagreement lies between him and Stephen, ’tis but this small matter that prevents him from returning to England, and Stephen tempts him. Eventually, he will succumb.”
Caden agreed. “Eventually, Stephen must forgive and allow the man tae return. One way or another, he’s the only one who can crown Eustace, and I promise ye he’ll never allow Duke Henry to come anywhere near his throne.”
He was referring to recent whispers that had been circulating—that Matilda would allow Stephen to keep the crown, so long as he might appoint her son as his successor instead of Eustace. But, in this, Malcom was forced to agree. “I warrant his wife would like that less than him. She would cut out his tongue before she ever allowed him to bargain with Matilda.”
“Ach, cousin, dinna doubt it. She allows that witch leman to warm his cock because she knows Morwen would sooner see her own son crowned. She’s as greedy as her boy. And speaking of that witch,” Cameron continued. “What’s this I hear o’ ye wedding Morwen’s daughter?”
Malcom narrowed his eyes. “How did you learn so quickly?”
Cameron tilted his cup, eyeing Malcom with an arched brow. “A wee birdie may have told me,” he confessed.
Malcom frowned.
“Christ! Not those birds. Stephen sent pigeons as far north as Edinburgh in search of that girl. Ye’d think her made of gold by the tone of his inquiries. I warrant if ye dinna join David’s fight, ye’ll be answering to your king over this matter afore long.”
Malcom sighed heavily, wearied over talk of politiks.
What he would like to say now was that David had never been his king—never—and he would be damned if he’d be made to feel indebted to a man who’d colluded with Henry in his abduction. David of Scotia was no less guilty over that crime, and it was something Malcom was tired of repeating to his sire. Loyalty was not preordained. Simply because he was born in the north did not mean he owed his allegiance to David—or to Scotia for that matter. Right now, he owed his allegiance to Stephen because he’d bent his knee to Stephen, and because he’d sworn an oath to that man’s face. “Elspeth is Henry’s daughter too,” Malcom confessed.
His cousin’s eyes widened. “Dead King Henry?”
“Aye mon. Dead King Henry.”
Cameron scratched his head, looking from Malcom to Caden, and then back again. “Ach, Mal. When your Da says ye dinna mess aboot, ye dinna mess aboot, cousin. Not only is her connection to Henry a means to settle his barons, her mother is⁠—”
“I know. She’s a witch—you can say it, Cameron. She’s a bluidy witch.”
“And ye believe it?”
“What?”
“That she’s a witch.”
Malcom nodded. “She’s a witch alright.”
Caden asked, “And what’s it mean for ye if ye dinna join us? Won’t Stephen demand her return?”
“Plow her well and get yourself a babe before then,” Cameron advised, laughing mirthlessly.
Malcom narrowed his eyes. He and Cameron had never had an easy relationship, and there was a good deal Malcom would never forgive the man for. “Never speak that way of my wife. Cousin or nay, I’ll see you drawn and quartered for the offense.”
Cameron whistled low and sat back. “So ye love her?”
Malcom nodded. “I do. And what’s it to ye?”
Cameron and Caden both shared a glance, and then a grin, and Malcom wasn’t sure whether it was a genuine show of pleasure for Malcom’s good fortune, or if he thought it propitious for other reasons. “So tell me about York.”
Cameron held his gaze. “So you can run and tell your king?”
“What would stop me from telling him now? What difference will a few details make?
Cameron gave Malcom an assessing glance, then said, “While you’re at it, tell him Earl Maddadsson sent men from Orkney and Caithness.”
“What about Sutherland?”
“Him too.”
“And what of my father? Suddenly, he’s decided that David is his rightful sovereign and he willingly bends his knee?”
“Aye.” Cameron nodded affirmatively. “And so comes Broc Ceannfhionn and Aidan dún Scoti. The Brodies, too, are prepared to fight, along with the MacLeans, Montgomerie and McNaught.”
“And de Moray?”
Cameron nodded smugly. “Him too, despite his quarrel with Keane dún Scoti.”
“Well, then, seems to me you have it all covered and what need have you for me? Simply so David might put another Northumbrian castel
under his rule? No, thank you, cousin.”
Malcom rose from the table, finished with talk of treason. “You may tell David—and my father—my answer is nay. I intend to keep my vows until such time as I can no longer do so. And now, my friends, I will retire to my bed and will advise you to do the same. Before you leave on the morrow, you must do me a boon by breaking your fast with my wife, lest she take your sudden departure as an insult.”
Cameron lifted up his cup, banging it twice on the table, as though he regretted what he was forced to say. “Very well, Malcom,” he said, looking grim. “But… now I regret to inform you that I must be taking my boy when I go.”
“I ken,” Malcom said, expecting as much. His jaw tautened—more with regret than with anger. “Before you go, I have a gift to give Wee Davie, but I will see that his belongings are packed, and he is ready to leave by the morn.”
“I would not see him embroiled⁠—”
“I ken,” Malcom said again, cutting him off, and he quit the hall, knowing full well what his cousin meant to say: Aldergh itself was in David’s sights. The implication couldn’t be clearer. He didn’t want his own son in harm’s way.
But keeping in mind treacherous messengers, he couldn’t help but remember another role his cousin had played so long ago. Malcom was naught more than six or seven when the original Merry Bells died, and Cameron himself was the cause of her death. FitzSimon broke the sweet dog’s neck with his own two fists and tossed her at Cameron’s feet over a bargain gone sour. Cameron had colluded with the enemy—a man who’d stolen Malcom from his father. And this, after all, was the true reason he’d named his Merry Bells after that sweet dog—to remind himself that the enemy sometimes appeared like a wolf in sheep’s clothing.
And now, he would have to part with a child he’d grown to cherish as though he were his own—and why? Because, as Rhiannon said, war was nigh.
Bloody tired over the long, long day—half a morning in the saddle and a long day in his council, Malcom, climbed the tower stairs, only belatedly remembering Daw.
With all the bustle of the day, he’d forgotten about the squire. In truth, he didn’t know precisely how to deal with the man, but he would sleep on it, and perhaps by morning light, he’d be granted an epiphany. Alas, for the moment, all he truly wanted was to see his wife and forget his troubles between her sweet thighs.

PACING the lord’s chamber after her bath, Elspeth waited for Malcom. It had been a long, long day and she’d accomplished so much. She’d made many new friends. But there was something bothering her she couldn’t point a finger to.
It wasn’t that she was left wanting. To the contrary, she had a plethora of new gowns to choose from, and tonight she would sleep on a plump, feathered mattress.
The lord’s chamber itself was very well furnished. There was a curtained bed in the center of the room, facing a lovely arched window with glass—put there so Malcom could awake to greet the day.
Unlike at Amdel, there were no curtains to be found here, but there were beautiful, polished wood shutters that could be closed by night. And there was a brazier on both sides of the bed, lit even during summer because Malcom apparently did not relish cold feet. That discovery amused Elspeth, because he didn’t strike her as someone who complained overmuch. But she supposed every man had preferences in his own home—particularly in the privacy of his chamber.
And this was something that pleased her: She would keep an entire solar at her disposal, with a great big hearth and plenty of room for a cauldron—if she should ever dare to use one. But for that matter, there was absolutely no reason she couldn’t use the brazier here in her chamber. Malcom already knew what she was.
Resolved to find out what was plaguing her, she went after the purse she’d begun to fill with herbs, ferreting out the dried bits of coltsfoot.
She took out a pinch, putting it to her tongue to be sure. It was sweet, like honey. And this was something else she could grow because the flowers could also be used to flavor wine or make a tea. She rewrapped the cloth, then tied it again with the ribbon, leaving the pouch on the bed as she carried the pinch to the fire. And, then, for the very first time in her life, without any concern of being discovered, she tossed the herbs into the brazier, and said:
Blazing fires as you dance,
Give me but a fleeting glance.
A puff of smoke lifted from the brazier, the scent like burnt honey. The wisps and curls took shape, forming above the fire, and to Elspeth’s surprise, it was Merry
Bells who appeared.
Merry Bells?
For all she knew Malcom’s horse was down in the stables, being pampered.
But, then, when she lowered her gaze into the dancing flames, she saw blood trickle from the mare’s black eyes, creeping down over her face. Slowly, as Elspeth watched, transfixed, her black coat turned blood red.
And then just as quickly as it appeared, the image faded, replaced by another… a man dressed in armor… holding a longbow… seated atop a pure-white stallion. He stood gazing upon a white-necked raven that was perched atop Aldergh’s tower—unmistakable for the red line of brick.
As Elspeth watched, entranced, the man loosed an arrow, putting the missile through the raven’s breast. And then the image suddenly vanished as Malcom opened the door, breaking her concentration.
Tired, but smiling, her husband sauntered into the room.
MALCOM FROZE ONCE he saw her.
“Dear God, you are beautiful.”
Whatever he had expected, it wasn’t this. Elspeth was standing near the brazier, wearing a scandalously diaphanous chainse that left little to the imagination. The room was misty, perhaps from her bath, and the firelight played off the shadows in her gown, revealing the darkened valley of her breast and the hollow between her thighs. Her red-gold hair was still damp and braided into one full plait that fell over one shoulder. God help him, even as tired as he was, the sight of her hardened him fully.
“I was…”
“Waiting for me?” he said with a slow grin, and now that they were home, preparing to spend their first night together… alone… in their bed... he felt the rightness of this union down to his bones—and in one bone in particular.
He swept across the room and took her into his arms, kissing her soundly. “You’re here,” she said with a gasp once their lips parted. And then she reached up, caressing his cheek, smiling sweetly. “Tis no dream.”
“If it is,” he said, “would that I never awaken.” And then he drew her slowly toward the bed, kissing her shoulder, letting his hands roam over the treasure of her body, inordinately pleased to find that she had discovered her own treasures in the depths of his grandmother’s coffers.
“Malcom,” she protested. “There’s something I should tell you…”
He reached up, covering her lips with a finger, having heard more than enough for one evening. He kissed her again, laying her down on the bed, flicking her pouch aside as he said, “Save it for tomorrow, my love. Tonight there is only you… and me.” He kissed her again. “Husband and wife.” He kissed her again, even more slowly, with far greater purpose. He untied the ribbons at her throat with incredible relish, and finally, she slid her hands into his hair, pulling him closer.
“I love you,” he said. “Did I fail to say so?”
She smiled at him, a smile he was coming to know and love, and said, “I love you, Malcom.” And with those words, he was lost. All strife was forgotten. All that mattered was here and now, and the woman so pliant in his arms.



Chapter
Twenty-Seven

As the bells rang Prime, Elspeth awoke to find herself alone in the bed she’d shared with her husband.
Her bed.
His bed.
She was the lady of Aldergh.
For a long moment, she lay contentedly, until she remembered and rolled out of bed with a gasp.
It wouldn’t do for her ladies to think her a lie-abed, and she wanted to make a good impression. After nearly a sennight in the saddle, she was certain her blue dress needed a good cleaning. In a hurry, plucking up the rose-colored gown she’d set aside, she dressed quickly, with the intent of attending morning prayers before breaking fast.
More than anything she wanted to show these good folks that there was naught for them to worry over merely because she possessed talents they did not understand—of course, neither did she intend to broadcast her affiliations or her Craft. Malcom would prefer it that way. In good time, they would come to know her, and in the meantime, Elspeth wanted them to know beyond a shadow of doubt that their lady supported their love for the Church.
She realized, of course, this was not Llanthony, but she still wanted to be sure the souls of her people were well cared for. It was such a great responsibility that Malcom had given her and she would rise to the task with joy.
Hurrying so she wouldn’t be late, she left the pale-blue gown to be laundered, rushing down the stairs.
Later, when she had the opportunity she would teach her ladies the wonders of simples. She would take stock of what she had in her garden and plant what was necessary—tansy, perhaps, and lavender and pennyroyal to rid the house of flies, moths and fleas; cloves and sandalwood for all their bed linens; sweet bags filled with orris root, red rose petals, marjoram and sweet basil to sweeten the coffers; sage, basil and rosemary for hand-washing at the table; and mint and vinegar to sweeten the breath—which, by the way, she wished desperately that she had right now.
Testing her breath discreetly behind a hand, she rushed down the stairs, more than prepared to greet the day as the lady of her house. In fact, she was beside herself with joy, even despite her lingering malaise, and she was mired in thought, trying to interpret her vision of Merry Bells when she was set upon by Cora at the bottom of the stairs.
“There you are, m’lady!”
Quite pleased to see the maid, Elspeth gave the woman a smile and a hug, then smoothed her skirts, and bent to put a finger inside the back of her slipper to straighten the fold that was gnawing at her heel.
For the first time in her life, she had shoes—fine shoes—soft and plush and pressed with silk. “Good morning, Cora! Have you need of me?”
“Yes, m’lady.”
Elspeth’s cheeks warmed. “I fear I slept too late, but you must realize, you are always welcome to call at my chamber.”
Cora smiled warmly. “Thank ye, m’lady. Alas, m’lord bade us not to wake ye. He said ye were too weary and to leave you abed sleeping.”
“Ah, well, I must thank him for that,” Elspeth said, smiling. “But, next time, if you have need of me, I must insist you come to me at once—never mind what my lord says. After all, I am now your lady, and you are my kinsmen and I will never put my sleep over your needs. How thoughtless would that be?”
The maid’s smile brightened all the more. “Bless you, lady! You have my word; I will do so if I must. Alas, but now, you must hurry to the hall. M’lord’s kinsman will be departing anon and he’s taking Wee Davie wi’ him. M’lord wishes you’ve had a moment to greet them.”
“Oh,” said Elspeth, with a bit of surprise. “He did not tell me.” She had no idea at all that he had a kinsman in the house, or who in the name of the Goddess Wee Davie was! Rather, she’d thought he had an emissary from Scotia’s king.
But, of course, with all her own problems, they’d spoken so little about his household, and she now, faced with her lateness to break her fast, she felt guilty about that.
“I am quite certain he did not wish to trouble you, m’lady. I dinna believe his council went very well.” She gave Elspeth a twisted, worried face. “My girls were talking all about it this morn, and for that, I beg your pardon. I gave them a good speakin’ to and they know better than to gossip aboot the things they hear in our lord’s council.”
“I see,” Elspeth said, wondering why Malcom did not speak to her of any of this last night.
But, of course, she knew why. She had sorely tempted him with that chainse she’d worn, and no doubt it was her fault he’d been distracted. The very thought of it made her blush. “And where are they now?”
“In the hall, breaking fast, m’lady. M’lord will be expectin’ ye.”
“Thank you, Cora.”
Nervous, but curious nonetheless, Elspeth left the maid and hurried down into the hall, finding the morning meal sparsely attended. But, of course, the morning prayers were not yet over. Thankfully, she didn’t have to look far to find her husband. He was seated upon the dais, at the lord’s table. He spied her at once, waving her in, having saved her the seat of honor beside him.
Elspeth hurried over, smiling and nodding to all who greeted her. “Good morn,” she said to a servant girl. And to Rhoslyn as she passed, “Good morning.”
“Good morning, my lady,” said Rhoslyn.
And even before she’d sat her bottom in the chair beside Malcom, Cora’s daughter Ellyn swept a plate full of sop in vin down before her—toasted bread with wine—and Elspeth noticed with some surprise that there was also a child at the table.
“Hallooo,” said the boy she remembered from yesterday. He waved at Elspeth and Elspeth waved back. “I’m Davie.”
“Halloo, Davie. I am Elspeth.”
He shoved a fat slice of toast into his mouth and said with a full gob, “Yah, I ken. I’da been pleased to know ye better, lady, but my Da says we gots important business to attend at Carlisle and we’ll be leaving now, I suppose.”
His father—or at least the man she assumed to be his father—tipped Elspeth a nod. “My lady,” he said. “Ye’re as bonny as my cousin said, and I’ve never seen that fellow so besotted. You must have bewitched him.”
Elspeth blinked. She opened her mouth to speak as Malcom’s arm slid around her waist, and she inhaled a breath, grateful for his presence, although the reference to witchery befuddled her. She turned a wary smile to Malcom.
He squeezed her waist reassuringly, answering his cousin. “Of course she’s bewitched me, ye oaf. But no less than your Cailin did, and ye pined like a puppy far too long. At least I knew what I wanted and seized the opportunity when it presented itself.”
And then he turned to the wee boy, without giving his cousin a chance to respond. “I’m sure your mother’s eager to see you, Wee Davie. Dinna forget the bow I gae ye, and I’ll be expecting a big fat cony when I come visit. D’ ye remember what I taught you?”
The boy nodded excitedly. “Practice close-range with eyes closed.”
“There ye go,” Malcom said. “Dinna forget.”
“Ye’ll ha’e the boy clipping the king’s arse with that advice,” said the other man seated to the cousin’s left. All three men laughed, and Elspeth chuckled.
“Uncle Mal… when will ye come visit?” said Wee Davie, though his gaze lingered on Elspeth.
“Soon,” Malcom said.
The boy’s father scratched the back of his head. “We’ll be hoping you mean that,” he said, and then he turned to Elspeth, saying, “My Lady, clearly, ye’re husband has the manners of a boor. I am Cameron MacKinnon and I’ve known this rude fellow since he was a boy fresh off his father’s knee.” And then he turned to the man beside him, introducing him as well. “Caden Mac Swein,” he said. “From Inverness.”
“Inverness?” Elspeth said.
Caden nodded. “An’ ye’re welcome tae visit any time, my lady. I’ve three lassies of my own, and a wee boy the same age as Davie here. My wife would welcome the company.”
Elspeth turned to her husband and said, “It would please me to know them.”
“We’ll see,” said Malcom curtly, and he cast both men a narrow-eyed glance. Elspeth sensed the underlying tension.
Caden Mac Swein forced a smile. “The offer stands,” he said, and for the remainder of the meal, they shared a lively enough conversation—lively enough that one might never have known these men were at odds. But Elspeth felt the strain. It was subtle but certain. It prickled the hairs at the back of her nape, though she didn’t have a feeling of danger… not precisely.
“So, then, how’s that filly o’ yours?” Cameron asked, and her husband stiffened, giving his cousin an odd glance.
“She fares well enough… so long as you stay clear of her. I’ve already lost two without any help.”
“Aye well, mayhap if ye’d stop naming them sae morbidly ye’d better keep one.” And the look that passed between them after that was… unpleasant. It didn’t take a witch to sense the ill will between them, but Elspeth didn’t comprehend any of the undercurrents of their conversation.
Wee Davie said, looking straight at Elspeth, “Uncle Mal ga’e me a bow.”
“Very good,” she said.
“It’s a Welsh bow. He brought it all the way from Wales. Said he nicked it from some Welshman.”
“Oh,” said Elspeth, frowning. Sometimes it was too easy to forget who Malcom was—a mercenary for his king. And now she wondered who it was that had died in Wales to give up that bow his nephew so innocently exulted over. It was a gentle reminder that, no, all was not precisely well. No matter how she felt about Malcom, there were troubles yet to come. And… there was that vision she’d of Merry Bells that made her fear trouble was closer than it seemed.
Elspeth blinked as last night’s imagery flashed before her eyes. Merry Bells… her coat turning red… but then she remembered something else about her vision… something that hadn’t stood out to her last night, because she’d not known Cameron then. It was his livery… or more precisely the sigil emblazoned on the front… a red lion, rampant on a yellow field with a maxim that read: Nimo Me Impune Lacessit. If she remembered correctly, that was the sigil of the Scot’s king. So, if David or Cameron could be the man holding the longbow… could the raven be her mother?
Really, she was ill-practiced at interpretation. And she really hadn’t a clue about Merry Bells, or what the blood in her vision portended—or even what Cameron’s part in this should be… but she suddenly had a sense down in her bones that Morwen was coming to Aldergh. And, when she considered that, she realized that, somehow, Malcom’s cousin was the means to defeat her. But how? What did it all mean?
Disheartened, and heavy-hearted, she leaned back, letting the men talk amongst themselves.
So much for putting her attention into her household. Evidently, until the matter with Morwen was settled, there would be no starting over.
The men were still conversing, but Elspeth was no longer listening. She only wished her visions could be more specific, instead of leaving her with a puzzle to decipher.
She knew that Merry Bells was named after a dog… could the cousins’ strife somehow be connected?
Malcom had said he’d lost two already—did he mean he’d lost two horses both bearing the same name?
Cameron said he must stop naming animals so morbidly. What did that have to do with the man on horseback with the longbow? Anything?
Meeting the little boy’s gaze, watching him chew his meal with his mouth open, while he watched her curiously, Elspeth picked at a fingernail.
The two visions didn’t necessarily have to be connected, but if Morwen was the raven perched on Aldergh’s tower… mayhap the man with the longbow was equally symbolic—King David, perhaps?
So, obviously, her mother was a threat to Aldergh… but the raven wasn’t flying in… it was already there… which meant… the threat was not imminent but immediate. Suddenly, her heart thumped with fear. Was Morwen already here?
It was entirely possible. They had not precisely traveled at great speed. Malcom had taken his time, reluctant to push Merry Bells after the trek to Wales and back…
Elspeth frowned suddenly. Malcom believed he could protect her, but Elspeth knew better. There was no way any one person alone could defeat her mother—save possibly Rhiannon—and there must be a reason Rhiannon had insisted Elspeth ride north. Why? What could Elspeth do differently here than she might do elsewhere?
The key must be Malcom and his connection to—and then it occurred to her… it was David. Despite all his waffling, she was quite certain David supported Matilda. But Malcom had long ago broken faith with his kinsmen. As the lord of Aldergh, he served Stephen faithfully—unless…
“Isn’t that right, Lady Aldergh?”
Elspeth looked up from her musing, confused. “What?”
Malcom’s look was one of concern, and Elspeth wondered if perhaps he’d recognized the fact that she’d had another premonition. A very disconcerting notion was suddenly closing in all about her, dark and oppressive, like storm clouds descending. “Art well, Elspeth?”
“Oh, yes,” she said, turning to address Cameron as calmly as she was able. “So… are you returning to Carlisle?”
“Aye, my lady. We leave within the hour.”
“And the king… is… there?”
Cameron smiled, a boyish grin he shared with Malcom. “Which king?” he asked pleasantly. “Yours or mine?”
Humor escaped her this morning. “David,” Elspeth said.
Caden Mac Swein looked guardedly at Cameron, then cockeyed at Malcom. Malcom arched a brow in answer.
“My king is, indeed, in residence at Carlisle,” Cameron replied.
There was a feeling Elspeth got when the pieces of her intuition began to meld together. She had that feeling now. And equally as intuitively she knew that even if she could convince Malcom to understand her vision, she wasn’t at all certain he would agree with her interpretation—or, more importantly, put aside his pride long enough to seek help from someone who was not his sovereign.
With a clarity unlike any she’d ever known before, Elspeth realized what her role must be in her crusade for Matilda—and to save her husband.
In helping Elspeth, Malcom had lain down a gauntlet before Morwen, and Morwen would stop at naught until she crushed him, no matter where his loyalties lay. It didn’t matter how well-intended he’d been or to whom he swore his allegiance. Like it or not, Malcom had already made a choice, and lest he embrace it now, his cause would be lost. Even now, her mother could be out there.
Right now.
Elspeth didn’t have time to explain her suspicions. Nor did she intend to allow Malcom to prevent her from doing what she must—particularly if it meant she must commit treason. It was better he didn’t know.
With gooseflesh prickling at her limbs, she rose from her seat at the table, and said with a forced smile, “Pardon me, lords.” And she hurried away before anyone could stop her. She ran all the way up the stairs, taking the narrow steps two at a time, and rushed into the solar, where she’d discovered a desk yesterday. She hurried to the desk, taking up the quill she found there, then looked about for a slip of parchment—anything. She found one beneath a paper weight, dipped the quill into the ink pot, and, hoping her husband would find it in his heart to forgive her for what she was about to do, she wrote, with bold firm lines:
To David mac Maíl Choluim, King of Scots
If your conscience be true, I am certain you’ll not soon forget me. I swear by the love we both bear my sister Matilda, you have impugned the wrong woman. Morwen le Fae is the realm’s true enemy and she arrives here forthwith. You must come to our defense.
Subscribed and sealed this thirtieth day of May… by me…
Elspeth swallowed her pride, but not her self-worth. She knew full well David would come after receiving her letter and warning. He was a very pious man, and he wanted to reveal Morwen no less than Matilda did—no less than Elspeth did. Alas, she could never forgive him for his part in the death of her grandmother, and she wanted him to know precisely where her heart lay. She signed her letter:
Elspeth, lady of Aldergh, loving daughter of your beloved Henry and granddaughter of the late Morgan Pendragon, lady of Blackwood, daughter of Avalon.
Once she was done, Elspeth rolled the parchment, untied her handfasting ribbon and tied the parchment with her ribbon, then she hurried down the stairs, to the stables, realizing time was of the essence.



Chapter
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With a skip in her step, Cora rushed out of the lord’s chamber, humming as she carried Elspeth’s dirty gown over her arm. What a sweet, sweet lass! Already, she approved of her lord’s choice of lady, and she wanted to surprise the girl with a clean gown. How refreshing she was! How plainly spoken! How delightful and lovely!
But she was so distracted, and in such a hurry, she started at the sight that greeted her as she hurried out of the lord’s chamber—a man, sweat-soaked and feverish, clawing his way down the corridor—and she froze, realizing only belatedly who it was. “Daw! Good heavens. What’re ye doing oot of bed?”
There was a febrile gleam in the man’s gaze that Cora had never seen before. “I’m looking for the lady of Aldergh.”
“Odsbodikins, lad! Ye ought to be keeping your bed. Ye look like the devil! And, anyhoo, what would ye be wanting with our lady?” She waved him away impatiently. “Off wi’ ye, and get well. There’ll be plenty o’ time for everything later.” He took a step toward her, with bloodshot eyes and it made Cora nervous just to see him. She took a wary step backward.
“Don’t matter any to ye,” he barked. “I need to speak w’ the lady, so tell me where’s she gone.”
There was something about him Cora didn’t like. He wasn’t acting like his old self. Ever since he’d returned two nights past, burning up with fever, he’d been raving like a lunatic about things she didn’t understand. “I-I don’t know,” she said, and he took another threatening step toward her. Cora frowned. “Last I seen her, boy… she was running to the stables.” In a far less sure tone of voice, she chastised, “But you’d best not be bothering her now. She’s too busy and⁠—”
Like a rabid wolf, Daw lunged at her, shoving her back against the wall. She heard the sound of her own head cracking as she fell.

CONFUSED by Elspeth’s actions in the hall, Malcom had let her go. He said goodbye to his cousin and gave Wee Davie a bear hug, sorry to see the boy go. And then, once the trio departed the hall, he climbed the stairs to search for his wife, saddened by the turn of events.
He had a long history of conflict with the boy’s father, but he had grown to love Wee Davie, and he wasn’t all that certain he’d be seeing the child again—not any time soon.
God’s truth, life had grown so very complicated, and if, in fact, David advanced upon York, Stephen would call Malcom to war yet again. And this time, he was certain to face all his kinsmen, not merely his father. That realization soured his stomach, even more than the wine they’d used for his toast this morning, and the news sat rancid in his belly.
How had things grown so complicated in a matter of such a short time?
Not that he regretted it, but from the instant he’d made the decision to intervene with Elspeth, he’d possibly sealed his fate with Stephen. Now, to make matters worse, hostilities gnawed at him from all directions.
If Stephen didn’t demand Elspeth’s return, Malcom would be honor-bound to face his kinsmen across a battlefield.
If he did demand her return and Malcom refused, he should be prepared to stand alone. Already, in so many ways, he was a man without a country. But he didn’t regret it, and given the same circumstances again, he’d doubtless make the same decisions. As he’d known the day he’d spirited Elspeth away from Wales, he would die to protect her, and knew down in his gut that he possibly might well do that.
Step by step, shouldering his burdens, he climbed the tower to his chamber, feeling a certain calm before the storm.
Alas, whatever resignation or composure he’d mustered over the inevitability of his decisions, it vanished the instant he spied Cora sprawled over the floor, her arm twisted impossibly and tangled over Elspeth’s blue dress. His gut turned violently.
“Elspeth!” he shouted, as he rushed to Cora’s aid, straightening the woman gently, and pulling Elspeth’s dress out from beneath her. It was stained with blood—but whose? “Elspeth!” he shouted again, but there wasn’t any answer, and he knew intuitively she wasn’t in their bower. “Alwin!” he roared, calling for his steward. “Alwin!”

CAMERON, Wee Davie and Caden were mounted and ready to depart when Elspeth found her way to the stable. With his son seated before him in the saddle, Malcom’s cousin lifted the reins.
“Wait!” Elspeth cried, and with no small amount of guilt, she rushed over to hand her letter to Cameron, begging him to deliver the missive to David. “Please,” she begged.
Cameron crushed his brows together. “Ach, lass, does your husband ken what ye’ve asked me to do?”
Elspeth shook her head, and for a terrifying instant, she feared he might refuse it.
He glanced at Caden and the two men shared a discerning glance, though perhaps his loyalty to his king overruled his loyalty to his kin. With some hesitation, he took Elspeth’s letter, and said, “I trust whatever is written herein serves both my cousin and my king?”
Elspeth nodded, praying that her husband would see it so as well. She understood very well that she was undermining him, scheming behind his back.
He smiled ruefully. “Very well,” he said, reaching back to drop the letter into his saddlebag. “Alas, my Lady Elspeth, I cannot say we’ll meet again, so I must leave you with confidence that you will honor my cousin as I know he will honor you.”
Elspeth’s eyes watered as she clasped her hands together. “With all my heart,” she promised, noting the strength of their family resemblance—the strong jaw and flaxen hair, shared by the son as well.
If there was one notable difference between them it was simply this: Cameron was older than Malcom, with deeper crow’s feet clawing at the corners of his eyes. The elder man nodded sadly. “Would that we could have met under different circumstances,” he said.
“Would that we could have,” Elspeth agreed, hot tears stinging her eyes.
One last time, he nodded, looking as though he had something more to say, but in the end, he said nothing, and he gave his companion the command to ride.
The two men left, with Wee Davie holding his bow, peering over his shoulder.
Elspeth waved them away, watching as they made short work of the bailey, ambling out the open gate, with her letter to David in their safekeeping. Reassuring herself it was for the best, she restrained herself from going after them, and then, at last, the decision was irreversible. The gates closed with a woeful groan, and the portcullis lowered, settling at last with a definitive thud. And that was that, she decided. Whatever should come of her meddling, she would very soon know.
But what if she was wrong? What if Morwen wasn’t coming after all? What if David arrived without any good reason and she forced those two men into opposition?
Or worse, what if Morwen had arrived, but David refused to come? What if he didn’t remember that sad little girl who’d watched from the shadows as her grandmother was sentenced by his testimony? What if he didn’t care? Or—far worse—what if her mother lay in wait close by and her message was thwarted?
And regardless, after everything was said and done, what if Malcom never forgave her?
I hope you are right, Rhiannon.
Elspeth stared at the closed gate, lost in thought, and then, remembering Merry Bells, she wandered back into the stable to check on the mare before returning to her chamber.
As surely as she loved Malcom, she had come to love that animal, as well, and it would please her immensely to be sure that Merry Bells was safe.
Much to her relief, she found her fears unfounded. Like the castel itself, the stable was well stocked, with at least twenty or thirty stalls, and most of them filled.
She found Merry Bells sequestered in the largest stall of all—as, of course, it should be, according to her station as the lord’s favored mare. Pleased to see her, Elspeth opened the stall door and stepped inside, sighing contentedly to see gaze into her familiar black eyes.
“There you are,” she said, smiling. “My beautiful, beautiful lady.” And then she stood, petting the long black mane, thinking about the rest of her vision and what it could possibly mean. She never even heard the approaching footsteps; she was so lost in thought.

IF CORA KNEW Elspeth’s whereabouts, she was in no condition to say. Malcom had a deep sense of foreboding that only intensified as he untangled Elspeth’s blue gown from about the maid’s arms and he felt a rush of relief when her husband finally arrived. He slid Cora into Alwin’s arms, and directed him, “Put her in my bed. I’ll send for the physician.”
“Aye, my lord,” the man said gratefully, lifting up his injured wife. He bore the maid into the lord’s chamber, as Malcom rushed away, with the intent of locating his wife. He bolted down the steps, taking them two at a time, and stopped cold as an image arose in his mind—Merry Bells in the stables, her face spattered with blood. And there was Elspeth.
A sense of portent overwhelmed him—a sense so powerful he couldn’t ignore it.
There were times in his life that he’d had moments of this ilk. So often he’d denied them, as most people would. It was only after meeting Elspeth that he realized these were not to be ignored. He felt it now, like a summons… and he knew it as surely as he knew… Elspeth was in danger.
She was in the stable.
With a growing knot of apprehension in his gut, he hurled himself down the tower stairs, his heart pounding like hammer and steel against his ribs. He raced through the hall, ordering one of Cora’s daughters to see to the physician. He rushed from the keep, and when he burst into the stables, the sight that greeted him buckled his knees—blood, everywhere.
So much blood. Blood on the stall, blood on Merry Bells. Blood on Elspeth.



Chapter
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Blood-spattered though she was, his wife was unharmed. She stood, looking as dumbfounded as Malcom, staring at Merry Bells, whose black coat was dappled with blood.
Daw—or what remained of Daw—lay on the ground between them, trampled to death.
Elspeth turned to face him, her eyes round and filling with tears as Malcom rushed to embrace her. “You came,” she said woodenly, still in shock.
“Elspeth.” He hugged her, then brushed a hand across her forehead, smearing blood from her face. “What in God’s name happened?”
Her gaze was filled with confusion. “I… I don’t know… He—” She looked down at Daw. “He… attacked me. And he said… He told me that Morwen had sent him and...” Her gaze lifted to Merry Bells. “Merry Bells saved me.”
The mare stood placidly, and if there had once been blood lust in her gaze, it was gone. She blinked serenely, staring at Malcom with calm, ebony eyes.
Once again, Malcom peered down at the barely recognizable body, misshapen in the hay at his feet. But no sooner had Elspeth finished her explanation when they heard the blast of a horn—three short wails.
Malcom’s first thought was that his cousin must have returned—but nay, for that alone, his men would never have presumed a call to arms.

ONE BY ONE, crimson tents arose on Aldergh’s parklands, mottling the landscape, like blood-spray across their fields.
Recognizing the obvious signs of a siege—troops in formation, supply wagons incoming, and the sound of hammering wood—Malcom watched the event unfold with no small degree of trepidation.
He had been a part of too many sieges not to know what they looked like and sounded like. But this strike had come so swiftly that Stephen must have ordered it the minute he heard news of Malcom’s intervention, all without ever having heard Malcom’s explanations, or bothering with an attempt at negotiation. Considering these truths, perhaps Malcom shouldn’t have been so surprised to find it was Eustace’s banner that flew in tandem with the royal standard.
The King’s son was not an admirer of Malcom’s, and it was no secret to anyone that Malcom believed Stephen afforded his son too much power. Of course Eustace would seize any opportunity to oppose him. But what did surprise him was that Stephen would forsake him so easily, giving leave to his miscreant son to campaign against him, when only three weeks ago, he had stood in his presence, and assigned him the most sensitive task in all the land—the assassination of Brian Fitz Count, the lord of Wallingford.
So, then, was this what eleven years of loyalty had earned him?
By late afternoon, a good thousand men had already gathered over Aldergh’s parklands, with hundreds more filtering in by the hour. For the time being, they remained outside missile range.
At the first sign of hostilities, most of his villein had rushed for the gates. The fortress was now locked and sealed—front and postern gates. Anyone remaining outside would be forced to take their chances. He knew there were a few old folks who would stay with their homesteads and livestock, particularly since, in truth, this was not the enemy that descended upon them. It was their king, and with a simple word, Malcom himself had become an enemy to the crown.
Thankfully, if there was one thing Malcom trusted about the man he’d served more than ten years: This siege would be long and slow, with every attempt made to come to terms.
Alas, if Stephen should insist upon Elspeth’s return, Malcom would never release her without a fight, and if that should be the case, Stephen would find him well prepared.
It wouldn’t be the first time his king gave up on a siege, and Malcom had taken an example from Wallingford, himself, hoarding supplies for years in the event of an advance by Matilda. After all, she was her uncle’s favored candidate for the throne and Malcom’s demesne lay far, far to the north. So far, in fact, that it should have taken weeks for Stephen to gather his men and march north. While it was certainly possible for a small number of riders to reach Aldergh, he would have had to draw forces from surrounding lordships—men that Malcom had once called compatriots.
How swiftly the tides turned.
Whatever the case, the sight before them was proof of two things: Morwen’s ravens were inordinately efficient communicators; and Stephen was, indeed, far too easily influenced by his son.
Shivering beside him, Elspeth rubbed her arms, whispering for Malcom’s ears alone, “She’s out there. I feel her.”
“Aye well, unless she can walk through walls,” he said, “she’ll remain out there. We have supplies enough to outlast them.”
That didn’t seem to ease the frown from Elspeth’s face, but, in fact, the fortress was as impenetrable as she was unsightly, and Malcom had never cared much for aesthetics over advantage. Thirteen long years of warfare had never given him much leave to consider anything but the protection of his people, and, besides, Aldergh was the manifestation of a paranoid man, whose sole purpose in life had been the defense of his lands. Hugh FitzSimon had cared more for Aldergh than he had for his own flesh and blood.
Elspeth hugged herself. “Please, please do not discount her, Malcom. I do not know what she is capable of.”
Hearing the note of fear in his wife’s voice, he spun her about so that she could look into his eyes, and he asked her firmly but gently, “Would you have me return you to your mother?”
“Like so much chattel?”
“Precisely,” he said. “And lest ye tell me you would leave me, I would never willingly let you go.” He offered a sore attempt at a smile. “I did warn you, did I not?”
Her lips quivered in a sore attempt at a smile, and her eyes filled with tears as she shook her head, then nodded, clearly confused. “But if it would keep you and your people safe from harm…”
“Our people,” Malcom reminded as he brushed a finger across the bruise that was forming on her cheek—God’s truth, he wished that Daw were alive, so he could beat him to a pulp. “You are my wife, Elspeth. We took vows.” He showed her the white slip at his wrist—trimmed and tucked, but still there. “I intend to keep them.”
Already, he’d come too damned close to losing her, and he shuddered to think what might have happened had Merry Bells not been so ready to defend her. He smiled. “You are the lady of Aldergh and there is not a man or beast behind these walls who would not die to protect you, as you would no doubt do for them. Would you not?”
Elspeth nodded, a single tear slipping through her lashes, and Malcom pulled her close and turned about to watch the siege unfold. “I am your champion,” he reminded her. “Remember?”
“I remember,” she said softly, and he crushed her against him, praying to God that he would rise to the occasion.

FOR ALL HER husband’s bold, sweet words, he still did not realize what she had done.
After two days without word from David, Elspeth began to fear the possibility of Cameron’s and Wee Davie’s capture. It seemed to her that no more than thirty minutes could have passed between his leaving Aldergh and Stephen’s arrival, but she prayed with all her heart that Cameron had spied the approaching army and that the three of them had taken shelter without Stephen any wiser.
When three days later there came no messenger, no demands and there seemed to be no sign of Cameron’s presence anywhere near the siege camp, Elspeth began to take heart. Sweet fates, please, please, she prayed.
Alas, after her meddling was discovered, Malcom might wish to return her to her mother, after all, though in the meantime, she fully intended to do her part to keep his household as best she could.
By now, Cora had awakened, but she remained indisposed. Until such time as she could return to the household chores, Elspeth took it upon herself to lead. All day long, she flitted between Cora’s sickroom, tending the maid’s wound and then marching through the keep, with Cora’s daughters en tow. “Art certain mother will be alright?” each girl asked in turn.
“I promise,” Elspeth reassured, but she daren’t explain how and why she knew it would be so: Of course, she had performed a bit of magik to speed the maid’s recovery—not so much as to raise suspicion, just enough to ensure their mother would be on her feet before too long.
It wasn’t entirely a selfless act. As much as Elspeth loathed to confess it, she needed Cora desperately. She was completely ignorant about the running of a household—and lost.
She started with the things that made sense to her: The feast for her nuptials was postponed again. They would need all the supplies they could get for the siege to come.
Of course, Malcom had reassured her: There was plenty enough for everyone and Elspeth need not worry. Even without the livestock from their fields or the season’s yield, they had food enough for more than a year.
Malcom also kept a fair share of cattle, goats and hens safely within the castel walls. At the moment, the entire premise was a living crush—animals and people sleeping all about—in the hall, in the bailey, on the ramparts, in the corridors. The only place that was free of bodies at night happened to be the stairs.
During the day, children rushed about, chasing chickens and goats, not entirely aware that this was not a celebration. Elspeth supposed that until the first casualties were lost, they would think it no more than an adventure.
Unfortunately, with so many tasks to manage, she needed every woman she could get. All the men were expected to bear arms in shifts, including the butcher, the barber and the blacksmith.
Elspeth gathered up the children and took them to her solar leaving them in Ellyn’s care while Agnes continued to follow her about. And despite their constant barrage of questions, Elspeth was grateful for the help, because, in truth, when she excelled at one thing, she failed miserably at another.
At night, Malcom tiptoed over sleeping people en route to their bed, and he was gone by morning light, without so much as a complaint, but Elspeth missed him desperately. So, tonight, with her keys jangling on her new chatelaine’s belt, she swept through the kitchen, making certain that supper was progressing, and then, once the stew was complete, she poured a trencher full for her husband, and thinking that once they used up the last of the meat they’d butchered for the feast, she would see to it that they kept the remainder of the livestock for milk, cheese and eggs. It wouldn’t do to be killing their best means for supplies. And anyway, they didn’t need meat; she knew a hundred ways to flavor a good porridge to please the palate.
She made her way across the Bailey, with the trencher in hand, careful not to spill it. It wasn’t until she was near the stairs that she noticed the stench that filled the air, and her heart wrenched. Dropping the trencher, she ran toward the parapets.
FOR NEARLY AN HOUR, Malcom watched as fields were set ablaze, surrounding the castel with burning crops and black smoke that puffed into an ever-darkening sky. But, then, rather than dissipate, those clouds seem to be gathering on the horizon, tumbling and turning.
All this time he’d been preparing for a good, long siege, but now he realized an attack must be imminent—all without ever having sent a single messenger, or any attempt at negotiation.
Furious now, incensed by the betrayal, he ordered pitch vats to be established at intervals along the wall. These would be used for men scaling their walls or battering with rams. Fortunately, they had more than enough missiles to launch a sustained attack. Armload after armload, his men brought and stacked supplies between machicolations. He’d slept little more than an hour or two at intervals, and the stress was beginning to darken his mood until it was black as the clouds gathering in the distance.
It was near dusk, when a messenger finally arrived—a boy, no older than Wee Davie. For a terrifying instant, that’s who Malcom thought it must be as the boy ran stumbling across a fallow field. He stood below the gates, and Malcom had a sudden vision of himself at six, watching from the bailey side as FitzSimon bargained with his father. Only this time, it was Malcom on the parapet as the boy—a fair-haired child Malcom recognized from one of the farms—shouted up at him, puffing his chest with pride.
“My lord Aldergh,” he announced, between breaths. “In the name of our king… you must surrender.”
That was it. No opportunity for Malcom’s side to be heard. No recommendation for a meeting. Eleven years of service gone in a blaze of smoke.
Black, hot fury shot through Malcom’s veins—anger unlike anything he’d experienced in his life.
At the instant, he sorely regretted sending his cousin away. At least then, he might have had the backing of his kinsmen. Now, he was alone, floundering in a sea of cottongrass and heather. But come what may, he would never give up his bride. By God, she’d sent one of Malcom’s own men into his home to harm Elspeth—her own flesh and blood.
Malcom had little comprehension over what that woman must have done to mild-mannered Daw, or how she’d forced his hand, but if she wanted an answer, Malcom knew precisely what to give her.
He ordered one of his men forward, whispering into the man’s ear. The man rushed away to do Malcom’s bidding. Only then did he step forward to address the child.
“I’ll gi’ ye my answer, lad—as a gift for the lady Morwen.”
The boy nodded eagerly, awaiting his charge—and this too, infuriated Malcom. It was inconceivable that any man should use a boy so rudely. Thankfully, he took comfort in that no honorable man would ever harm an innocent child. The rules of engagement commanded a messenger’s safe passage.
ONCE UP ON THE RAMPARTS, Elspeth approached her husband with trepidation. Making herself as invisible as possible so as not to distract him.
The gates creaked open, and the portcullis rose barely high enough to push a box outside. Elspeth watched as the child came forward to take his burden, then, very innocently, peered up and waved before hurrying away.
No doubt, he felt important today—a messenger for his king and his lord.
Along with the rest of the men at arms, Elspeth watched with bated breath as the boy ran the long distance to the king’s camp—about four hundred meters—during which time the silence on the ramparts grew thick enough to cut with a blade. What must have been minutes felt like an eternity.
And then, suddenly, before anyone could wonder over the king’s response, the child came rushing back, only this time, there was terror in his gait. Whatever they’d said to him must have frightened him because he ran fast and faster, all the while those smoke clouds on the horizon began to roil, moving closer, swirling, closing in. Elspeth watched the advance with a growing sense of trepidation…
Only once the child was halfway across the field, the cloud formation dove on him, and suddenly Elspeth knew—too late for the boy. He dove to the ground, throwing up his hands to cover his ears and head. Alas, they could hear his screams of agony from whence they stood.
“What in God’s name is that?” asked one of the men at arms.
“Ravens,” whispered Elspeth.
By the thousands, they came swooping in, the sound of their rushing black wings like a raging wind, and their squawks inspiring terror.
Something terrible awakened inside her, as Elspeth realized that even if they loosed every arrow in their possession, they would still be lacking.
Sprawled out in the field, the child no longer struggled. His body lay as still as Daw had been after Merry Bells was through with him. All together now, the dense cloud of birds swooped up and moved closer, closer… closer…
If only she could stop them. If only she had some means to prevent them from coming inside the castel walls… if only…
Tell her… she must raise her hand… and believe.
Elspeth blinked, suddenly understanding.
Believe, she thought she heard Rhiannon say. Believe.
Only fearing the consequences of revealing herself, Elspeth hesitated, looking first at Malcom, begging with her eyes, and somehow, somehow, he must have sensed her regard and he slowly turned and gave her a nod.
Believe.
Elspeth had never considered attempting such a feat. She had never imagined any time when she should have to try. But if she did this… if she did this… there could be no doubt about what or who she was after she was done. She was a witch. A dewine. A sorceress.
So be it.
Come what may—if they should hang her from the ramparts for this spell, it still must be done. She felt a surge of power rise up from parts unknown, tingling her skin, rising, rising, until she was a burst of energy, ready to ignite. And then suddenly, she had a terrifying sense of blinding white as she splayed a hand and whispered over the incoming roar.
By the power of earth, fire, air and water, my Goddess, I beg thee protection.
By the power of earth, fire, air and water, my Goddess, I beg thee protection.
By the power of earth, fire, air and water, my Goddess, I beg thee protection. By all on high and law of three, it is my will, so may it be.
The onslaught stopped.
A hush fell over the demesne.
Some of the birds slid from the sky, as though they’d encountered an invisible, immovable force. Not a single one came closer than Elspeth bade them. They dropped from the sky to the ground, forming a perfect line of black about the castel.
With a shuddering breath, Elspeth met her husband’s gaze, and the look in his eyes was full of—not admiration, but horror. Lowering her hand before anyone could see what she’d done, she stood, as everyone else stood, stupefied, watching the remaining ravens swoop up and retreat.



Chapter
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“Elspeth, love… I swear to you… I am but grateful.”
Elspeth sat despondently at the lord’s table, stabbing at her trencher with her jeweled poniard—another gift from Malcom’s grandmother’s coffers. She wasn’t hungry.
No matter how hard he tried to convince her, she would never forget that look of terror in her husband’s eyes.
“I care not what you think you saw,” he persuaded her. “It was naught but awe for what I witnessed with my own two eyes.”
“You, and everyone else,” Elspeth said ruefully, knowing only too well that once the danger was past, she would become subject to their fears. Visions of her grandmamau’s burning tormented her and no matter that she was astounded by her own power to fight Morwen’s magik, she feared the price yet to be paid. Gratitude only went so far. Today magik was evoked against magik. It was impossible not to know this instinctively, even if these people didn’t immediately comprehend from whence it had come.
It had come from her.
She had summoned it—a shield to keep the birds at bay, and the evidence of her intervention surrounded the castel. Thousands of black birds lay piled like dry-stacked stone no more than ten feet from the castel walls.
She tried to find the will to eat, to regain her strength, because her body felt limp with exhaustion, and she doubted she had any strength to climb the stairs to bed, much less fend off another of her mother’s attacks. The spell she’d cast—nay, not a spell, but a plea to the Goddess—had sapped every bit of energy from her body, and now, she felt like a dirty, limp rag… waiting to be discarded.
Malcom pushed her hair out of her face. “No one saw anything, Elspeth. They were too busy fearing for their lives.”
Finally, with a plea in her eyes, she peered up at her husband, daring to hope.
“Tis true,” he swore. He tipped up her chin, forcing her to meet his gaze. “I have not heard not one word spoken against you, my love, and if anyone saw what I saw, I will make certain they understand… their lady works wonders in the name of love.”
Elspeth flung her arms around him and said, “I love you so much, Malcom. I am so blessed to be your wife and no matter what happens know that I count myself blessed for having known you.” Alas, there was a niggling sense of terror still growing deep inside her, for she had betrayed Malcom, and would he still feel the same about her once he knew?
“I love you, too,” he said, kissing Elspeth on the head.
Elspeth held him tight, so afraid to let go, lest he change his mind and send her home.
Finally, he peeled himself away. “Why don’t you go see to Cora… and then, if you must, join me on the ramparts.”
Elspeth nodded and dried her eyes.
IT WAS near dawn when she joined Malcom on the parapets. From her vantage between machicolations, she could see the child’s prostrate body still lying in the field, and the sight of it made her long to run out and clasp him to her breast.
Poor, poor child.
It was a grim reminder that her mother would dare anything, and they waited with bated breath to see what more would come.
As for Stephen, there was no word from their King, but his camp remained. All those bright red tents remained squatting at the foot of their hill, the once billowing cloths as still as stone. It was almost as though there was no life in that quarter, but it was an illusion, Elspeth realized—a glamour placed by her mother to hide the scurry of movement between tents, and the night-long councils. There was little doubt in Elspeth’s mind that if she was so surprised by the power of the spell she had conjured, her mother was equally startled, and would certainly be taking measures to veil her plans from prying eyes—Elspeth’s eyes.
This morning, it seemed death had prevailed. The stench of it was overpowering.
By the first rays of the morning sun, they could bear it no longer and men lit pitch-soaked arrows and aimed them into the carnage of shining black wings, lighting a bonfire that was slow to ignite, but once it caught flame, it sent dirty, stinking flames into a grey morning.
Half the fields were scorched. The other half lay fallow. The roads in and out of the parklands were blocked. The colors of the morning were gray, brown and black—the colors of the land and sky and the aura surrounding Stephen’s camp.
Fortunately, Morwen did not repeat her attack, and no doubt, that unexpected feat of magik, fueled by her rage, had depleted her precious birds. It would take her years to breed so many.
When he saw her, Malcom took Elspeth by the hand, tugging her close, and drawing her under his arm. She could feel his exhaustion in the weight of the arm he’d placed about her shoulders. “Go to bed, love. You should sleep,” he said, and then he frowned, realizing only now that her handfasting ribbon was gone. He lifted her hand, examining her wrist. “You took it off?”
Elspeth nodded, thinking perhaps now would be a good time to explain what she had done. At least then, if he was going to be angry, she could bear the worst all at once—or then, finally, perhaps, he might prefer to be rid of her, and send her back to her mother in tears.
She opened her mouth to speak but then he shushed her and said, “Go to bed. We’ll talk when you’re rested.”
“I would go if you go,” she entreated, brushing a hand across the small cleft in his chin. Her heart broke for the turmoil she spied in his eyes. “What good will you be to your men without sleep, my love. I feel certain my mother has exhausted her efforts for the time being.” Certainly she had, if Elspeth’s exhaustion was any indication. She was weary to her bones. A bit of sleep would do them both good, and this siege promised to last long enough to warrant keeping them on their toes.
He sighed, drawing her into his arms, holding her tight. Elspeth laid her head on his chest, and said, “We go together, or I stay. But you know they would summon you at once should they need you.”
It was a long, long moment, before Malcom said, “Very well. Go. I’ll follow. I need only let my men know where I’ll be.”
Elspeth nodded. She kissed him on the cheek, and then turned and made her way down the ladder. She was halfway down when there was a sudden horn blast…
She heard Malcom’s cursing. “For the love of⁠—”
“What is it?” Elspeth demanded, her heart filling with dread as she scrambled back up. Goddess, please, no more birds! Her legs trembled as she re-ascended the ladder, and, she tried to summon the last of her reserves as she climbed.
Wide eyed, Malcom turned to take her by the hand and drew her up and back onto the ramparts.
Elspeth’s heart leapt against her ribs at the sight that greeted her…
Beyond the burning mass of dry-stacked birds, beyond the blackened fields, beyond Stephen’s encampment, thousands of armed men approached in formation, flying banners of every color—many, many unrecognizable to Elspeth. They approached from the north, west and east.
David.
He’d come… and despite that she knew she would have to answer for her meddling, Elspeth nearly swooned in relief.
David had come!
Within moments, tents began to collapse, deflating one by one, and the siege army began to disperse, like ants scurrying at the poke of a stick. Malcom turned to look at her, and said with an unmistakable note of relief, “Elspeth… by chance, have you something to do with this?”
Eyes wide and stinging, Elspeth nodded.
And rather frown, Malcom grinned at her. “God’s truth, ’tis the second most welcome sight I have spied in all my life.”
Elspeth felt a rush of relief. “What would be the first?”
If possible, his grin widened until she could see all his straight, white teeth. “Any day I set eyes upon my beautiful wife,” he said, and pulled her into his arms, kissing her soundly.

Let them be hunted soundly. At this hour Lies at my mercy all mine enemies. —Shakespeare
“LET’S GO!” snaps Eustace. “Or better yet, stay,” he says rudely. “But if you do, you will find yourself in David’s hands and I warrant he is no disciple of witches. Need I remind you how he persecuted your mother?”
Despite the command, I linger, furious over the turn of events. So, they say, “Never kill the messenger.” And ’tis an unspoken diplomacy of war. But I say, “If the messenger be my own, I should do what I will.”
Somewhere out in that field lies a little boy, eyes plucked out of his skull…
No one thwarts me.
No one.
And yet, for the love of my own daughter, this north man has dared. After all is said and done, I will crush his bones like dried leaves beneath a pestle, and my daughter will weep tears of blood.
As men rush to heed Eustace’s commands to abandon this ill-planned siege, I bide my time, once more opening my “gift,” if only to remind myself.
A severed head, barely recognizable with death-glazed eyes peers back at me. Daw.
Well played, I think. Well played, my Lord Aldergh. And Elspeth, too, well played.
“My father will be furious,” worries Eustace.
“Perhaps,” I say, with a shrug, and now I rise, knowing full well that, for the time being, we are done. The battle is lost. The war is not.
And yet… and yet… a mother’s pride wars with rage, because I had no idea my eldest bore such unbridled power. And what must this say for Rhiannon? So, now, I must ponder the answer to this question, even as I prepare for the next encounter, because this is not over.
It is far from over.



Chapter
Thirty-One

As evening fell on Aldergh’s parklands, one by one new tents arose on the horizon, replacing the king’s red with bright gold, white and blue. From the midst of these new tents came a modest cavalcade, sporting familiar colors, banners and cloaks flying at their backs.
“Open the gates!” shouted Malcom. “Now! Open the gates!”
He was downstairs even before the portcullis’s first groan. The heavy metal rose, and Malcom himself pushed open the gates, ordering a path to be cleared. Kicking ash and bone out of the way, their men swept aside the debris, leaving the way clear.
Elspeth rushed over to join him, and together they watched from the bailey as his father’s older, wiser face came into view, followed by Angus, Dougal and Kerwyn—all faces he recognized from his youth.
Angus, the auld sot, was still alive and wielding a sword, old as he was. Dougal looked worse for wear.
Riding tall and proud before them all, Ian MacKinnon rode straight into his bailey for the first time in eleven years. Malcom awaited him with a little boy’s glee, telltale tears stinging his eyes, but he told himself it was the sting of the wind.
His father took his measure for a long moment, then dismounted without a word. But whatever he didn’t say with words, he said with his eyes as he came to embrace Malcom, clapping him hard on the back.
At fifty-four and thirty, father and son’s embrace was equally as emotional as it was during their reunion two score and four years ago. And though some might deny it, there wasn’t a dry eye in the house for anyone who understood the momentousness of the occasion.
Father and son, reunited. At last.
His jaw taut and chest straining with emotion, it occurred to Malcom that he was now precisely the age his father had been that day when they’d stood together embracing outside Aldergh’s gates when Malcom was but six. But though his father hadn’t changed much over the past ten years, his hair was as silver as his sword and his golden eyes were bracketed by crow’s feet. Once again, he clapped Malcom on the back, and Malcom gulped back the lump in his throat.
“Aren’t ye too auld to be wielding a sword, Da?” he teased.
The MacKinnon’s amber eyes were glassy with emotion. “God’s truth. I’d face the devil himself tae see ye, son, and naught but death could keep me from ye.”
True to his words, he seemed unable to unhand Malcom, and Malcom endured the embrace with honest tears stinging his eyes. Finally, the elder man released him, stepping back once more to appraise him. “’Tis guid tae see ye,” Malcom said, and his father nodded, pulling him back again for one more hug. This time, Malcom complained, his words muffled by his father’s leather tunic. “If ye dinna unhand me, ye’ll have my men teasing me like a stripling.”
His father laughed hoarsely, releasing him at long last, and then wiped his face on the sleeve of his tunic.
It took him yet another moment to compose himself before he could speak, but then he said, “Where’s your manners, boy? Ere ye going to let an auld mon freeze to death standing in this drafty palace, or will ye take me somewhere tae warm my bones and fill my belly?”
Malcom laughed at the complaint. It wasn’t the least bit cold outside, but he well understood: His father needed a reason to mask his quivering face and hands. He smiled fondly, and said, falling easily into his Scots brogue. “What’s the matter, Da? Yer auld bones getting saft in yer auld age?”
His old man laughed. “Betimes,” he confessed. “Betimes.” And he nodded and patted Malcom’s shoulder, just a wee bit less enthusiastically as he said, “Your mother sends love, my son, bids ye come meet your brother and see your sister. Ye’d nae even recognize Liana. She’s bonny as her ma. And you’re brother, Alex is anxious to know ye.”
Malcom’s eyes crinkled with joy. In truth, he’d love to take Elspeth home to Chreagach Mhor. And remembering suddenly that she was here with him in the bailey, he turned to give his wife a smile and wave her forward, eager to introduce his father to the woman he loved.
ELSPETH STARED, knowing intuitively who it was.
No two men had ever looked more alike—barring the silver in the elder’s hair, and the subtle difference in the color of their eyes. She hesitated when Malcom called her, loathe to intrude on their heartfelt moment, but he insisted, and she rushed forward, only to be enveloped into a bear hug by his father.
She choked back laughter, pinned between his arms.
“My wife,” Malcom said, only after his father presumed as much.
“Ach, my boy, ye think I dinna ken? I see the way ye look at her.”
Elspeth could barely breathe, much less speak, swallowed as she was by enormous arms—strong, burly arms, nearly as strong as his son’s. At long last, the MacKinnon released her, and stepped back, bowing to greet her. “Tis glad I am tae meet ye, Lady Aldergh.” He winked, his amber eyes glinting, with unfailing good humor, very much like his son’s. “I prayed my son would get himself a good lady to warm his bones and cool his hot head. I ha’e never known a lad so cross.”
MALCOM CHUCKLED, though his wife was quick to argue.
“Nay, my lord, I have never known your son to be aught but full of mirth. In truth, he has the same twinkle in his eyes as you do.”
His father laughed again and peered at Malcom, winking. “’Tis guid to hear,” he said. “Tis guid to hear.” And then he gave Malcom his back, wooed by Elspeth’s smile and demeanor. Taking Elspeth by the hand, he bade her tell him her story, from beginning to end, promising to be only ears and Malcom watched as she led them toward the keep, enjoying the sight of his father and bride walking hand in hand. Half-drunk with joy alone, he overheard his father say, “Ye’ll visit for the Yule, daughter, and I’ll be hearing nae argument over the matter.”
Elspeth peered back at Malcom, smiling beautifully, and he gave her a nod.
“That would be so lovely,” she said, leading the burly man into their hall, and Malcom stopped, if only for a moment, to watch the two conversing as though they’d known each other an eternity. The sight of them made his heart glad, even as he realized their tribulations were far from over.
Morwen Pendragon was still out there, scheming.
Elspeth’s sisters still needed saving.
And even now, the northern barons were being rallied, and the Scots clans were gathering under David’s banner.
Malcom had no doubt that David of Scotia would ask him to bend the knee. But right now, for the moment, he was a man unfettered, save for the loyalty he bore his kin.
Eleven years ago, he’d wanted naught more than to leave his father’s home. Today, he would be pleased enough to return. He called his steward over, asking, “How is Cora?”
“Well, m’lord. She is well. I am only grateful ye asked.”
Much like his father had done, Malcom clapped the man on the back. “Do me a favor and see that our tables are laden this evening. Make certain our wine flows freely and bring up the Spanish wine. Everyone is welcome. Have the poor lad in the field returned to his parents and see he is given a proper burial. Then, after you have seen to these matters, see to your wife as I will to mine.”
“Aye, m’lord,” the man said, with gratitude.
“Go, then,” Malcom said, and then he hurried to catch his wife, who was even now regaling his father with some overwrought tale of Malcom’s heroics.
“And when did you realize you loved the fool?” his father asked jovially, sliding an arm about Elspeth’s waist.
“But, of course,” she said with a giggle that Malcom had never heard before—girlish laughter that, for the instant, was free of strife. “Once I learned the name of his horse.”
“Oh? And what might this be?” his father inquired.
“Merry Bells,” Elspeth replied, laughing. “To this day, I cannot imagine such a name for a warrior’s horse.”
His father peered over his shoulder, blinking, meeting Malcom’s gaze, his old amber eyes filled with some unnamed emotion. His jaw was taut, his lips in danger of quivering. But so was Malcom’s. Ach, Da, I never really left ye, he said, never moving his lips. My heart remains in Chreagach Mhor
His father pulled Elspeth closer, and something about his gaze said, I know, my son. I know.
But perhaps it was only Malcom’s imagination—a contrivance of the moment because the MacKinnon spoke not a word to him. He turned about, following his wife into the hall, laughing joyfully as he went with her hand in hand. “Yule,” he said again, with great meaning.
“You can be sure I will insist,” Elspeth promised.
But she wouldn’t have to. So long as Malcom had breath in his body, and war did not keep him, he would move heaven and earth to be in Chreagach Mhor on the Yuletide.



A Winter’s Rose



Prologue
WARKWORTH CASTLE, AUGUST 1148

“Destiny is what I make it.”
—Morwen Pendragon
Returning from assignment in the wee hours of the morn, Wilhelm of Warkworth reined in his mount, motioning for his companions to do the same.
The southern woods were dense with mist, and, at first glance it would appear a heavy fog had crept up from the shore, thick as usual on a balmy morning, but the taste on his lips was not salt, but ash, and the odor that flared his nostrils recalled him to the stench of greasy pork blistering on a spit.
A sense of premonition shook him as he and his men leapt down from their mounts and ventured silently forward, emerging from the woodlands to a landscape painted black.
Summer was gone; so was every trace of green that heralded that season. But the eerie silence and coal-black fields were not natural. Neither was the absence of leaf-litter, broom and mulch. In the distance, smoke curled upward from twisted piles of embers, filling the air with a stench that permeated everything it touched.
Gone.
Everything was gone.
The devastation was staggering. Every alder, ash and elm within range of the castel had burnt to nubs, some still nurturing flames. The castel on the motte had been a temporary measure, constructed mostly of pinewood and spruce, making use of the area’s most prominent woods. Sparing only the outbuildings surrounding it, the edifice was consumed.
Only six months ago, they’d begun construction on a new stone wall to replace the wood palisade; now that was all that remained. And, if there was life to be found within a hundred yards of the motte, it wasn’t immediately evident. It was only after the trio ascended the hillock and Wilhelm picked his way through simmering ruins that he spied movement inside the bailey. Survivors lifted ash-covered faces as he approached, pausing from their searches to reveal eyes that were red-rimmed from tears and smoke. But it was the cook he happened upon first. Bearing a carcass atop his bent shoulders, he came marching out of the ruins.
“What happened here?”
“They came like thieves in the night,” said the old man.
“Who?”
“The Count of Mortain with his Welsh witch.”
Morwen Pendragon.
Terror shook Wilhelm to his bones. “My fa—Lord de Vere? Where is he?”
The elder man lifted a bony shoulder, peering back into the destruction in a gesture that sank Wilhelm’s soul. He turned again, and the old man’s dirty lips quivered as he hoisted down his burden, laying the ravaged young woman down amidst a growing pile of dead. He straightened the woman’s twisted body, then smoothed her half-charred dress. “I found her in the motte,” he said.
His heart wrenching painfully, Wilhelm looked closer. Oh, nay, nay, nay…
Lady Ayleth.
He recognized her only by the silver cross she wore—a cross he, himself, had given her as a consolation when Giles de Vere left for the seminary—not that Wilhelm would ever dare covet the lady for himself. He simply hadn’t liked to see her pining so long over Giles. He’d hoped the cross would give her comfort. Now, the horror of her condition brought a lump of bile to the back of his throat. Her once lovely face was covered with ash, half peeling away. At the grisly sight, some unnamed emotion overtook him, and he felt like ripping the cross from her neck. But he did not. Hardening his heart and ordering his companions to help, he abandoned his horse where it stood and marched into the ruins himself, reassured that no one would dare relieve Lady Ayleth of her valuables. At six-feet-five and weighing more than sixteen stone, Wilhelm Fitz Richard, bastard son of Richard de Vere, and butcher of Warkworth, was no man to be trifled with—particularly not today, when everything he’d held so dear had been wrenched from his life.
The scent of death rose with the morning sun, the odor of decay growing thick with the humidity, until the stench was caked into every fiber of his being. Alas, as the day wore on, he continued to drag out bodies, putting them aside to be given a proper burial. Skin charred and sliding off bones, it gave him a heave to the belly every time he hauled out another, but he was duty bound to persevere—at least until he found his lord sire and brother. And then, though sadness might have easily consumed his resolve, he felt the burden of responsibility. At forty, he had been the youngest of his father’s sons, save for Giles, and in one fell swoop, he’d become the eldest, with two half-sisters gone, and an older brother as well.
Roger de Vere had been the pride of his father’s heart. Now, the firstborn son of Warkworth lay desecrated beside their lord father, and it fell to Wilhelm to look after Giles—St. Giles, they’d called him, not because he was a saint, but because, as a boy, Giles de Vere was more in love with his books than he was with his steel. Unlike Roger, Giles had never aspired to lead Warkworth’s armies, nor did he concern himself with carrying on his sire’s name. But he was the only one who could. Neither Wilhelm nor his progeny could inherit these lands, nor did he bear the lord’s name. His mother had been a lowly servant—well-loved after the death of de Vere’s first wife. His second wife—bless her soul—lived but long enough to give birth to Giles. And the third… here she lay.
Wilhelm dropped his mistress’s fragile arms, wondering how her Scots-loving sire would fare with news of her death. Their youngest daughter—younger than de Vere’s youngest child—was good and dead. Arms akimbo, he glared down at the lady’s body, scarcely recognizable in its wasted state, but suddenly, he spied the gleam of silver clinging to her charred finger and he bent to retrieve the sigil—a lion sejant holding in his dexter-paw an axe, and in the sinister, a tilting-spear. It was a perfect match to his father’s, a smaller, more delicate version of the lord’s ring. Both now belonged to Giles—the weedy brother he hadn’t seen in years and who’d broken Lady Ayleth’s heart.
Examining the ring—a sigil that would never belong to Lady Ayleth—he stood considering the brother who’d never loved her and felt a prickle of envy… and… a needling sensation at the back of his neck, almost as though someone could be watching… and then laughter. Hideous laughter. Distant and spine-chilling, the sound clearly mocked him.
You will never inherit, because you are unworthy… from dust you were born, to dust you will return… forgotten.
Closing his fist about the silver and gold bejeweled sigil, Wilhelm’s dark eyes studied the landscape—the still smoking fields, the distant glitter of the ocean…
There was nothing out there… nothing… and yet, as the ring cut into the tender flesh of his soot-stained palm, he still heard it… the tittering of fate for a man who’d dared to love where he should not…
Unworthy, the voice said. Forgotten.
“What is it?” asked Edmond, who’d ridden back with him from Reading and then worked tirelessly beside him all night long.
“’Tis naught,” Wilhelm said, shaking it off, attributing the gloom to his grief. And still, he felt a hovering darkness that unsettled him to his bones. “I would have you ride for a priest,” he said. “St. Giles must be told, but I cannot scribe the letter myself.”
“Bamburgh?”
“Might as well.”
“Will he come?”
The glow of the raging fire must have lit the night sky for leagues, and yet, no more than six leagues away, the lord of Bamburgh had never bothered to dispatch men to their aid—not even for the sake of his daughter.
“He’ll come,” said Wilhelm. “If only to shrive his daughter. ’Tis Lady Margaret who lies at my feet.”
Both men peered down at the fire-wasted body, and when Edmond lifted his gaze, Wilhelm nodded, opening his fist to reveal her sigil ring. “All accounted for now,” he said. “Lucy, Alice, Roger, my Lord de Vere, and…” He looked down at the barely recognizable corpse, giving it a nod. “…Lady Margaret. No one has survived.”
For all the hope his father bore, Warkworth was now without a lord. Even if the Church agreed to dispense Giles, there was no guarantee King Stephen would give him the seat, not if his father had been declared an enemy to the crown.
Edmond scratched his head, averting his gaze, looking as though he might weep and perhaps, he would, because his thoughts had clearly ventured in the same vein Wilhelm’s had: They were lost without a lord. Edmond returned his watery gaze to Wilhelm, and said, “Well… we still have Giles, right?”
There was little wonder it was phrased as a question. Despite that this was now Giles de Vere’s birthright, he might not agree to leave his Church, not for a pile of rubble and bones.
“Go on… fetch the priest,” Wilhelm said, with no small measure of disgust. “Then, while you’re at it, get on your knees and pray to God Giles has what it takes to see our lord avenged.”
Only after Edmond was gone did he mutter for his ears alone, “If he does not, I will.” And he glared at the motto on the lady’s ring. It read: virtute duce comite fortuna—led by virtue, with great fortune.
It was their family dictum.
But not anymore.



Chapter
One
LONDON, JANUARY 5, 1149

Flanked by two of his men, William d'Aubigny, the earl of Arundel marched into the King’s Stables. Not only was he Stephen’s loyal man, he had doubtless had some hand in the burning of Warkworth, and realizing as much, Giles de Vere stopped short of the stable yard, eyeing his elder half-brother with no small measure of concern. He slid off his mount, intending to avoid a confrontation at all costs. So much as he loved his sable, a row with Arundel would prove infinitely more troublesome. His brother would tear the king’s pet apart and their dispensation would be denied long before their bargain could be ratified.
Thankfully, Wilhelm didn’t notice the man. “We can’t leave the horses here,” his brother complained. “We’re not so poor we can’t spend the coin to stable them properly.”
“They’ll be fine,” Giles reassured, although he wasn’t entirely certain that would be the case. “We’ll be in and out before the sun sets.” Anyway, he reasoned, the stable hands were well accustomed to handling the surplus. Already, a stableboy had spotted them and was on his way.
By the saints, his brother was as loyal as they came, but already he had a bee up his bum. If Wilhelm were to have his way, they would walk into the king’s hall, wielding torches, and set the entire palace to flame—an eye for an eye. But patience and cunning were far better options. Such things were better finessed.
Vengeance is mine, I shall repay, saith the lord.
Reluctantly, Wilhelm slid off his horse. “If you say so, but do me a favor, Giles: Whatever he says in there, don’t trust the pillock. Mark me, if you bring that witch home, she’ll report everything we do, and once, again, Warkworth will be left in ruins.”
Less than five months after the fire that had ravaged their lives, Warkworth was well in the process of being restored, but doubtless the king already knew this. It could well be that they would slap Giles in irons even before he had the chance to stand before Stephen, and, regardless, if they did not leave with the dispensation, there was every chance all the work they’d accomplished would be undone. As it stood, Warkworth remained defenseless.
Waiting for the stableboy, Giles lowered his voice, urging Wilhelm to do the same. “You must trust me,” he said.
“I trust you. I do not trust her.”
And regardless, the bargain was made. Nothing Wilhelm could say would sway him, and there was so much more at stake than just Warkworth. “I promise you, Will, I’ll keep the lady in her place.”
Clearly unappeased, Wilhelm’s scowl deepened. “She, too, is a witch, Giles. Did your seminary teach you so little? How came you to the foolish notion that you could bend such a woman to your will?”
Both men fell silent and the look on Wilhelm’s face was fierce as Giles handed over the reins to his sable. Undaunted, the boy peered up at Wilhelm and said, “Happy Yule, m’lord. Dunna worry! I’ll keep ’em safe.”
Impressed, Giles smiled at the lad. There weren’t many grown men brave enough to speak to his brother whilst he wore that churlish look on his face. “See you do, lad, and I’ll pay another ha’penny each.”
“Yeah, m’lord,” said the boy excitedly, and he stood waiting while Giles pried the lead out of his brother’s hands.
He waited until the lad was gone and then said, “If you cannot control yourself in the presence of our king, I wouldst suggest you find yourself a pub to drink away your woes whilst I go bargain for the return of our keep.”
There was no question; they would avenge their kinsmen. But one thing at a time, and right now, Giles needed that dispensation to build. Without it, all his plans would be thwarted.
Wilhelm mumbled something unintelligible, though Giles understood him anyway. His elder brother and self-appointed guardian would never willingly abandon his side, but God help them both if Wilhelm should open his mouth. He prayed the bloody fool would find the strength to at least attempt to hide his loathing. Only once they were far enough from the stables, he reassured him again, “You must trust me, brother. I know what I am doing.”
“And if, by chance you do not, you will die in there today, and if you do, Warkworth will be lost.”
As true as that might be, it was a risk Giles was forced to take. For his own part, he would have had done with the entire affair, and walked away, leaving vengeance for its own time and place, but there were too many who depended on him now. Whether he liked it or nay, the titles and lands were his to command. And yet, make no mistake, he did not like it. He had never aspired to be lord. His eldest brother had spent the entirety of his life training for the day he would inherit Warkworth—Roger was the one who’d earned the right to wear the sigil now adorning his little finger. But without Giles, the seat would be lost, and without the seat, there would be a weakness in their defenses. His brother didn’t have the bloodline to hold it, nor, in truth, did it serve Wilhelm that he’d been his father’s emissary, stealing messages to King Henry’s widow at Arundel.
Adulterine castel.
How those words galled.
They had far more right to their adulterine castel than Stephen did over the chair he occupied. Henry himself had awarded those lands to his sire. He hadn’t taken the seat per force, only to live his life anticipating betrayal at every turn—and rightly so perhaps. The king’s own brother—the same fool who’d awarded Stephen the keys to the trove—was now rumored to be courting the Empress Matilda behind his back.
Greedy, feckless liars, all of them.
And, even so… Giles had no stones to throw, because he, himself, was going into the king’s hall with every intention of defying Stephen in the end—and God have mercy on his soul.
God have mercy on Eustace if Giles ever faced him.
The atrocities the king’s son had committed—not only to Warkworth, but across the realm—were unspeakable, and it was one thing to slay one’s rival in combat, yet another to lay waste to an entire donjon full of innocents.
The suffering his poor sisters must have endured was enough to make Giles rage against the heavens and put a fist to the ground in defiance of all he’d been taught. Their sweet faces haunted him ruthlessly, and despite that he hadn’t been there to witness their end, he saw it all through his brother’s eyes. Even five months later, Wilhelm’s fury burned hotter than the embers he must have picked through the night of the fire. Sixty good souls were lost that day, and it was impossible to forget to grieve whilst they were still cleaning up debris.
Perhaps equally as much to bolster himself as to remind Wilhelm of their purpose, Giles halted before the palace door. He turned to face his brother, reaching out to put a calming hand on Wilhelm’s shoulder.
Giles, himself, was a good stature—six-foot-one and fourteen stone—but his brother towered over him still. “Will you, please, try to control yourself?”
Wilhelm frowned, clearly piqued over the fact that Giles would endeavor to instruct him at all. Lord or nay, Giles was the younger son, the one less fit. He was the boy their father never even once considered as his heir, and for all intents and purposes, Wilhelm was far more suited to the position.
“Dunna worry. I’ll keep my gob shut,” Wilhelm promised, and Giles lifted a blond brow.
“And your dirk?”
Traces of a smile tugged at his brother’s lips, but he nodded nonetheless. “Aye… the dagger stays where it is… lest there be an apple to peel.”
Giles coughed to conceal his laughter, and he looked at his brother sternly. “You must trust me,” he entreated again.
“’Tisna you I’m worried over, Giles.”
And yet, it was, and if Giles weren’t in such a rush to be done with the entire affair, he would have argued, because, after a fashion, Wilhelm must not trust him at all.
There had been enough words spoken between them for Giles to know that Wilhelm did not feel Giles measured up to the task ahead. And nevertheless, he recognized fear in his brother’s countenance, and guessed the truth: Wilhelm wasn’t so much angry; he was afraid—for Giles. Because this was the first time since the burning that they would be forced to stand and face their tormentors. Wilhelm must fear he had been summoned to his death. And, after all, who could say it wasn’t so? If, indeed, Stephen had a mind to, he could take Giles’ head, or imprison him, and give Warkworth to any man of his choosing. It was well within his bounds to do so, even if it might not be fair. But, the one thing they had going in their favor was, of all things, the very devastation Eustace had wrought upon their lands. There weren’t many barons who would think it a boon to be offered a ruined estate, just a stone’s throw from unruly Scots. And yet, to allow Warkworth to slip to the enemy would be the gravest of mistakes. Despite that it lay less than thirty miles from Bamburgh, it was not destined to be another gem in Scotland’s crown. Warkworth’s location was crucial to England. The bulwark would give Stephen a much-needed foothold in the north and a significant port of entry. Without Warkworth, there would be no allies to man the northern shores. But it would take gold to rebuild—gold other barons might not spare, but gold Giles had aplenty.
So, this was the carrot Giles had put before the ass: Give us the dispensation to rebuild, not of wood, but stone, and Warkworth will serve God’s anointed sovereign. So it was agreed. Although, in addition to his fealty, Giles also promised to take a wife of Stephen’s choosing—and this was the bee buzzing up his brother’s bum: The daughter of Morwen Pendragon, the witch who’d burned their home and murdered their kin.
Alas, there was so much he wished to say to his brother, and so much he could not. And barring that, he smiled, clapping Wilhelm on the shoulder. “Should we walk into a trap, I give you leave to take as many heads as you like.”
“For Warkworth,” whispered Wilhelm, another smile tugging at the corners of his mouth.
Giles nodded. “For Warkworth,” he returned, and between them, the whispered words were as much a call to arms as any they might have uttered on a battlefield.
Very somberly, the brothers turned to walk into Westminster Palace, where Giles de Vere was prepared to bend his knee to the Usurper…
For Warkworth.



Chapter
Two

Rap. Rap. Rap.
The knock on the door was tentative, perhaps even diffident, but if there was one thing the Ewyas sisters had learned since arriving at court, it was that the king’s household lived in fear of Morwen Pendragon. Such as it was, there was a note of dread in the voice that called to them from behind the door. “My ladies?”
Seren, Arwyn and Rosalynde each exchanged nervous glances, for this was the moment they’d been anticipating. Downstairs, Morwen was in attendance with Stephen, interrogating their sister’s intended.
Would he insist upon taking Seren with him?
Regardless, it could be the last time the sisters would be all together. Of the five, Rosalynde and Arwyn were the youngest of their brood—twins born minutes apart. Seren was the middle child, and Elspeth and Rhiannon were the elder, with two good years between them. Rhiannon was still in Wales, imprisoned, or dead, so they feared. Elspeth was far, far to the north, wed to an enemy of the crown, and from what little gossip they had gleaned, she was being held against her will, forced to wed the mendacious traitor Malcom Scott. Of course, Rosalynde suspected there was more to the story and she believed Elspeth had embraced her magik in her darkest hour.
“Lady Seren,” the woman called again. “Please, please hurry…”
As luck would have it, this would be the first time since arriving in London that Morwen’s manservant had left them unattended. Certain that her daughters knew better than to defy her, Morwen had sent Mordecai out to run some errand—no doubt she had sent him to murder some unsuspecting soul.
As Seren plucked her cloak from a chair, Arwyn opened the door to reveal a pinched-face matron behind it. The woman peered into the room, searching for Seren, and then seeing her, said with a note of relief in her voice, “The king beckons, Lady Seren. You must hurry.”
“I am ready,” she told the woman, gesturing for Arwyn to open the door a little wider. Then, whilst the woman waited, she went to each of her sisters, kissing them in turn—Rosalynde first, as she was closest. They put their heads together, and Seren whispered. “I love you, dearest sister. Remember this always.” And then, whispering lower, she said, “Get the Book as far away from here as possible. I shall delay her as long as I can.”
Rosalynde swallowed the lump that rose in her throat. “Take good care,” she said. “And please, please take heart: Even if he insists you go with him, we are committed to this endeavor—all of us. It must be done. She will be weaker without the grimoire.”
“My lady,” the woman urged from the hall. “Your betrothed awaits, and… your mother… she’ll be angry.”
“I am coming,” said Seren patiently, realizing the maidservant was not to be blamed. She was merely doing the king’s bidding, nothing more, nothing less.
With trembling knees, Rosalynde stood watching as her sister moved to kiss Arwyn next, and as her sisters embraced for the last time, she plucked up the small tallow candle on the dresser, preparing herself for the task to come.
By the door, Seren affected an excited tone for the sake of the maid. “Worry not, my sweet sisters. I am pleased with my match, and I pray you, too, will soon find your own champions.” She smiled, but her eyes shone with tears as she met Rosalynde’s gaze across the room, and Rosalynde found her own eyes dampening as Seren blew her a kiss good-bye. The sisters shared one last meaningful glance, and then Rose tore her gaze away.
Arwyn’s voice was tender, but raw with her grief. “Go with our love, Seren. Know that wherever you find yourself, we, too, shall be beneath the same bold stars, loving you from afar.”
Without another word, Seren hurried away, and once she was gone, Rosalynde wanted naught more than to throw herself on the bed and weep, though considering what little time they had remaining before Morwen returned, there wasn’t time for tears, or doubt.
Arwyn shut the door and went after their mother’s spell book while Rosalynde went after the nun’s garb she’d stolen two weeks past. In her pocket, there was enough of her mother’s philter to cast one glamour spell, and the rest was hidden in the hem of her gown. Hurrying, she donned the nun’s habit, and Arwyn laid the grimoire down on the bed to help her affix the wimple and veil. When they were done, she left the wimple hanging by a pin, and returned to the grimoire on the bed, withdrawing a small blade from the pocket of her surcoat. “Hurry,” she told Rosalynde, and in the meantime, Rosalynde retrieved her candle, igniting the wick with a fire song and held it over the ancient tome.
By the light of the candle, the face of the spell book
appeared strangely human, with transforming expressions. Embossed upon its surface were endless, ever-changing symbols—naught the human eye could easily perceive, but before a dewine’s eyes, the symbols rippled and reshaped, emerging and receding into the aged black leather, like hills and dales rising and reforming to a journeyman’s gaze. Much as they’d anticipated, the book lay pliantly before them, like a joyous bride awaiting her lover.
Over the course of these past months, Rosalynde and her sisters had visited every wondrous page and pored over the rites. The recipes were ancient, but knowable only to those who bore dewine blood. Unlike the grimoire they’d begun to make at Llanthony, this one was bound by blood magik, and if anyone were to open the book without right, it would appear to be no more than a ruined book of prayer, faded by age and stained with watermarks. But to a dewine, its pages came alive, speaking to their minds and hearts.
And now, without hesitation, Arwyn sliced the blade across the tip of a finger, squeezing a few drops of her life’s blood onto the leather-bound volume.
One. Two. Three.
One by one, the glistening droplets sank into the dark vellum, as though the book itself lay thirsting for the life-giving elixir. And then, she whispered.
A drop of my blood to open or close,
Speak now the song of ancient prose.
Shadows be gone, words reveal
The mysteries of life my book conceals.
Like a woman in the throes of pleasure, the book trembled. But, after a moment, a burst of smoke blew from its pages, as though it were expiring the dust of ages. Then, as soon as it allowed, Arwyn opened the Book of Secrets, turning the pages until she found the proper spell.
Ready for her part, Rosalynde lifted the candle as Arwyn shoved the grimoire in her direction.
“Art certain, Rose?’
“As certain as I shall ever be.”
Arwyn nodded sadly. “I will miss you.”
“Not for long,” Rosalynde promised. Because the very instant she could, she would return for her dear, sweet twin. In the meantime, she knew in her heart of hearts that this was the best recourse. “Do everything she says,” Rosalynde directed. “Everything she says! You must reassure her that you tried to prevent me from leaving and that you knew naught of my plans.”
Arwyn nodded, her violet blue eyes full of fear, because it would seem an impossible task. Of all their siblings, the twins were closest of all. There was hardly a thing that one knew that the other did not… and yet…
“You must convince Morwen of your fury! Be her one devoted daughter. Curse my name, if you must.”
“Don’t worry. I will,” Arwyn promised, and knowing that time was growing short, Rosalynde peered down at the sacred words on the vellum—words she had by now memorized— and held the candle aloft, setting one hand atop the spell book as she stared into the flame.
“Ready?” she asked.
“Ready,” Arwyn said, and Rosalynde spoke the words.
Blessed flame, shining bright,
Aid me well in my flight.
Unveil to all another self,
Change the book I touch, itself.
Power of three, let them see, let them see, let them see.
Power of three, let them see, let them see, let them see.
Power of three, let them…
Arwyn gasped. “Oh, my!” she said, and Rosalynde at once plucked the small mirror from the pocket of her gown, gasping as well.
Her face… it was, indeed changed.
According to the grimoire, a glamour spell worked best—and for longer—if it didn’t have to work so hard to conceal one’s true nature; therefore, she’d only used a bit of the philter.
Evidently, it was enough. The smooth skin of her face had given way, not so much to the leathery lines of an old hag’s, but certainly to a woman’s whose features had been subjected to much abuse—a broken nose, too much sun. Instead of golden-red, her hair was dark as sable. Her smattering of freckles gone, and her skin pale as parchment, though splotched, her nose too big for her face, her eyes no longer blue. They were green as a forest glade, but now they resembled her sister Rhiannon’s. Alas, even on her lovely sister, those wandering eyes had the uncanny effect of compelling men to cross themselves at a glance.
So now it was time to go.
She was ready.
Tears pooled in Rosalynde’s eyes, but before she could allow her emotions to run amok and turn her from her task, she laid down the mirror and scooped up the grimoire.
Resolved, she gave Arwyn a kiss goodbye, and said, “May the Goddess love and keep you.”
Arwyn’s voice broke. “And you, Rosalynde.” She thrust their mother’s heavy cloak into Rosalynde’s arms, and Rosalynde nearly thrust it back. “Take it. You will need it. Go now, and don’t look back.”
Already, Seren had been gone from their apartments more than twenty minutes. Fearing for a moment that it might be the last time she ever saw her twin, she lingered, giving Arwyn one last kiss and hug.
Arwyn shook her gently. “Go!” she demanded, and Rosalynde found her strength, wrenching herself away, tossing her mother’s cloak over her shoulders. With her heart hammering in fear, she opened the door to their chamber, inclining her head to the floor as she slid into the hall, holding the grimoire close to her breast.



Chapter
Three

Despite the holiday—or perhaps because of the holiday—the halls were a crush of human flesh: people awaiting audiences with the king; merchants hawking wares; clergymen stalking the halls. Even in the midst of winter, the abundant smells were disturbing—particularly for a young woman raised in the Welsh countryside. Richly adorned ladies waltzed by, drenched in Flemish perfumes, followed by men, whose clothes and bodies were perfused with far muskier scents. Though, fortunately, considering the disparity between the king’s subjects, no one paid Rosalynde any mind as she rushed through the halls.
Praying her mother wouldn’t read Seren’s mind the instant she arrived in the king’s hall, she moved swiftly through the mob, her heart thrumming like priory bells. But, thanks to the glamour she’d cast, her appearance was so altered that, at one point, she passed Seren in the vestibule, and even her sister, for a full instant, did not recognize her.
In fact, her mother’s glamour spell was so powerful that neither she nor her sisters had ever had the smallest glimpse of her mother’s true persona. For all anyone knew, Morwen Pendragon was as young and lovely as her daughters—a babe herself when she’d born them. Knowing she would outlive Henry by many, many years, she’d lied to him when she’d arrived at court, telling him she was but sixteen.
Of course, it wasn’t true. So far as Rosalynde knew, Morwen was at least seventy or more.
She and Seren shared a look, and with a blink of recognition, Seren’s lips turned at one corner, then she lifted her chin and turned away. Thereafter, they veered in opposite directions, Seren toward the king’s hall and Rosalynde toward the palace doors.
At long last, Rosalynde slipped past the guards, emerging into the yard. Holding her Book possessively, she thrilled over the prospect of seeing Elspeth again, even if it meant leaving pieces of her heart in London. She had no doubt the journey would be long and fraught with perils, but no danger could be greater than her own mother. But Morwen was as canny as she was treacherous. If Rosalynde didn’t find a mount soon and flee before Morwen chanced to discover their plot, everything would be lost.
Hopefully, Seren would leave today with her betrothed, and Arwyn would endeavor to convince Morwen she’d had no hand in Rosalynde’s schemes. Luckily, her sister had a way of convincing folks everything she said was true; you might call it a glamour of words. No doubt Rosalynde would have preferred leaving all together, but if her sister had come along, it would have been impossible to evade Morwen. As charming as Arwyn could be, she was not very self-sufficient. Rosalynde needed to keep all her wits about her at all times in order to succeed, and Morwen would pluck out their hearts if they were caught.
Nay, it was better for her mother to believe she still had three daughters to barter away, although it wasn’t likely she would ever forgive Rhiannon for her part in Elspeth’s escape.
Realizing with a start that she’d forgotten to check the coins in her hem, she reached down to snatch up the heavy wool gown, not caring that she was showing all the world her ankles. She’d sewn in five gold marks, along with the philter, basting them in place with a bit of thread. She shook one coin free, hearing it jangle, but she wouldn’t rest reassured until she touched every one, and then the philter. Without the herbs, she wouldn’t be able to maintain her glamour. Counting coins, and then moving her fingers along the hemline until she felt the soft lump, she exhaled in relief and dropped her skirt. The gold marks settled with another jangle.
All is well, Rose. Don’t fret.
She and Arwyn had a deeper connection for having shared so much time in the womb. For them, it was easier to mindspeak, but they shouldn’t be taking chances—and this was precisely the reason Rosalynde couldn’t take her.
Find a horse. Get out of the city.
Please, shut your gob!
It was late afternoon, near about the hour when many of the king’s guests should be departing or seeking beds for the evening. For obvious reasons, Rosalynde would prefer not to have to enter the king’s stables. Getting back out without getting caught might be problematic. Therefore, if possible, she planned to liberate one of the horses whose misfortune it was to be hobbled outside. There were too many visitors to expect that everyone should be able to stable their mounts as they pleased. And besides, the interior stables were expensive, and often, visitors preferred to pay a stablehand to keep an eye on their belongings. Searching for such a horse, whose groomsman was preoccupied, she walked along the stable’s perimeter.
“Good day, sister.”
“Good day, my son,” she said, feigning a look of perfect serenity, in hopes that it would bleed through her glamour.
“Excuse me, sister,” said another man, as he bumped into her.
Rosalynde tried not to scowl at the man, but it wasn’t easy, considering that she was blessed with more temper than any of her sister’s, save Rhiannon. “Good day to you,” she said, though she longed to smack him with her book for not watching where he was going.
He apologized, Rose. Don’t engage every battle.
Alas, Arwyn, you stole my share of good temper in the womb. But, please, do not fret, I know what my task is. I’ll not risk it by engaging in petty squabbles.
Good, said Arwyn. Good.
May the Goddess bless your travels.
Do not worry. I’ll get the grimoire to Elspeth as quickly as I am able—unless your prattling gets me in trouble with mother.
And still, her sister persisted. Do you really think she can keep it safe?
Only pray she can, Rosalynde replied. If not, we are all doomed.
Their mother must be stopped. If, in fact, she continued with her present scheme, England itself would find itself beneath her thumb, because Eustace was naught but a greedy little boy.
Be safe, my sister.
I will! Now, please! Stop talking to me!
Rosalynde tried to close her mind, but distracted as she was, when another clumsy fool bumped into her—this one without a word of pardon—the grimoire flew out of her hands, landing in a pile of dung.
Literally.
See what you did, Arwyn!
There was only meager comfort in the fact that Arwyn did not respond. Dismayed, Rosalynde gasped when she saw her dung-covered grimoire.
“Nay!” she said, kneeling in the dirt to begin wiping it off—praying with all her heart that her mother would not somehow sense her betrayal and fly out of the palace to catch her on her knees—only then, it might be a propitious position from which to beg for her life.
Goddess please!
Grimacing with disgust, she attempted to dislodge the horse-dung with a finger, grateful it wasn’t fresh, but it was nevertheless disgusting. With a groan, she slid the book across the dirt… and that’s when she spotted the twin black horses hobbled side by side…
Like shining gifts from the Goddess, there stood two lovely mares with glistening black coats. She needed only one. And… as luck would have it, there was no one near the horses, and the stableboy was busy arguing with another customer.
Scooping up the grimoire, Rosalynde bounded to her feet. Not quite daring to place the book against her breast, she nevertheless held it close and made her way toward the horses. Mild mannered, neither protested her approach, and thankfully, both still wore their tack, though it was certain that neither of the saddlebags would contain anything of value. Stifling the urge to peek inside—because that might look suspicious, she pretended as though she knew what she was doing, untethering one of the horses, and apologizing to the other as she did so. Feeling a pang of regret when she led the animal away, she reassured herself that these were the gifts the Goddess had provided, and who was she to look a gift horse in the mouth?
Quickly, she opened one of the satchels, slid her grimoire inside, patted the mare’s soft, black rump, and hurried away. When she was out of the line of sight of the stable hand, she tried to mount. It wasn’t so easy as she would have supposed…
Cursing beneath her breath—because it wouldn’t serve her disguise to be running about spouting oaths—she tried twice before removing her mother’s cloak. Vexed with the garment simply for existing, she shoved the monstrosity into the saddlebag, not caring if it was ruined. At any rate, it was temperate for winter, and it would be easy enough to cast a warming spell—she knew plenty of those after so many years living in such mean quarters at Llanthony.
Alas, until now, she had never stolen anything of value, but the Book of Secrets was more precious than any crown jewel, and in the wrong hands, more lethal than Stephen’s Rex Militum. So long as she had the Book in her possession, she must have faith and press on. No matter what… she must do all in her power to defend the Book of Secrets.
Finally, she placed her foot in the stirrup and without daring to look back to see if anyone noticed, she settled her rump in the saddle, prepared to risk life and limb to keep the Book safe, she snapped the reins and made for the city gates.
It was a long, long journey north, and there was no time to lose…



Chapter
Four

Squeezing past the hoard still waiting to air grievances to the king, Giles was more than ready to be shed of the palace.
Certainly, it was possible that, in his day, Henry Beauclerc had had nearly as many plaintiffs, but Giles couldn’t imagine a single body more constrained by those walls. And to make matters worse, there were so many people in attendance that the air was spicy with scents—not a one of them recalling him to frankincense or myrrh.
“It smells like a dirty twat in here,” groused Wilhelm, his mood growing surlier by the instant.
And yet despite his annoyance over his brother’s persistent rancor, Giles’s shoulders shook with mirth. It did, indeed, smell like a dirty twat.
At last, they emerged into the yard—fresh air, at last. And yet, even then, Wilhelm’s face twisted with disgust and his shoulders remained taut enough to bounce a penny off. “You should be relieved,” Giles said. “You never relished the notion of bringing her home, anyway.”
Nor had Giles, in truth, but that was neither here nor there. Morwen Pendragon had pressed her advantage, and when all was said and done, King Stephen gave into the lady’s fervent demands, sending Giles home without her beauteous daughter, but with the promise of a title and the dispensation to rebuild—so long as he agreed to bend the knee. He was to return six months hence to kneel and take his bride.
“Relieved?” said Wilhelm, casting a glance over his shoulder at Giles. “He made you earl, Giles—earl, for the love of Christ! For what reason, but to appease you so you might sooner kneel, and now you certainly will.”
Wilhelm bolted past him and Giles narrowed his gaze on his brother’s back, restraining his temper. Finally, at long last, they would arrive at the crux of Wilhelm’s rage. Giles had been back now for four months, and his relationship with his half-brother was no less contentious than it was on the day he’d arrived. Wilhelm questioned his every edict and Giles was at a loss as to how to address the matter, since he couldn’t glean its cause. But, until this instant, it hadn’t occurred to him that his loyalty might be in question. “So, then, you think the gift of a title is enough to make me forget his son murdered our kin?”
“Don’t forget Lady Ayleth!”
Giles screwed his face. God’s save him; he loathed to confess that he’d been gone so long he couldn’t even remember Lady Ayleth’s face. And despite this, he mourned her as he did all Warkworth’s wasted lives. He only wished Wilhelm would stop baiting him, as though her name were a battle cry meant to rile him against Stephen. They were already on the same side, even if he couldn’t share everything he knew. “Nothing has changed, brother. You may continue to sneer and despise our king at will, but I am compelled to look the man in the face and pretend an alliance I will never honor.”
Wilhelm said nothing, and Giles continued. “In the end, I, too, will have forsaken all my oaths—and worse, because at least Stephen must have believed his lies when he spoke them to Henry.”
Put precisely so, there wasn’t much to argue over, and to his credit, Wilhelm remained silent, though Giles wasn’t yet through. “Simply because I was not there to cart out those bodies does not mean I cannot imagine the atrocities committed. I grieve for them as much as you.”
If he did not openly weep—it wasn’t his way—his losses were just as profound. In the space of a single night, both their lives changed.
Wilhelm marched before him, quickening his pace, and Giles said in a moment of pique, “You may have known him longer, Willie, but I am Warkworth’s rightful heir.”
“And well do I know it!”
“By the saints!” Giles snapped. He lurched forward, reaching out to snatch his churlish brother by the sleeve of his tunic, yanking him back. “What in God’s name ails you, brother? Have I not done all you’ve asked and more? Before this is done, I will have given up my very soul for this cause.”
And this was hardly an embellishment. If he told Wilhelm what price he’d paid to be released from his obligations, Wilhelm would shed blood tears.
Wilhelm closed his eyes and thrust a trembling hand to his mouth, clearly overwhelmed, and Giles realized only belatedly that he must have been walking away so vigorously, not because he was furious, but because he was in danger of unmanning himself with tears.
“I… I am… not… angry… not with you,” he said.
Giles stared at him, confused. “What, then?”
“’Tis that…” His brother swallowed visibly, his brows slanting sadly. “I feel… less… a man… for having stood in that lady’s presence... I did nothing.” He shook his head with despair.
Giles furrowed his brow. “Lady Seren?”
“Nay, Giles! Morwen Pendragon!” Clearly, whatever it was that had unsettled Wilhelm in the hall had shaken him to his bones. It took him a moment before he could compose himself, and then said, “It was her, Giles. I felt her that day. Only I did not realize. I took it for my own rage, but I felt it again today—a presence black as night.”
The lady of Blackwood was, indeed, quite formidable. Her gaze had never left them in the hall. “I understand,” Giles said.
“Nay, brother, you do not!” Fear turned Willhelm’s pupils to pinpoints. “It was as though she were here…” He thumped a finger to his head, hard. “In my head. Laughing all the while.”
Giles nodded, squeezing his brother’s arm, realizing only belatedly how much this ordeal must be weighing upon him. He cast a glance toward the stables, considering the holiday. Already, the crowd had thinned. “Come,” he said. “The horses can wait. Let me buy you an ale for the journey.”
“Piss water!” complained Wilhelm, sliding a hand down, and squeezing the tendons at the back of his neck. “I would defy you to find one good alesman amidst the lot.”
“I know a place,” said Giles, reaching out, pulling his brother in the direction of Castel Tavern. Finally, Wilhelm relented.
From where they stood, it was but a short walk. Regrettably, the establishment was as much a rubbish heap as he’d remembered, but at least they served their clientele quickly, and being so close to Westminster, they had better ale than most. After a drink to settle Wilhelm’s nerves, he would remove his brother from this hell pot and the journey home was bound to be more pleasant.
Twenty minutes later, they were seated at a table in the dimly lit common room, clinking tankards. “To father,” said Giles.
Wilhelm gave a rueful nod. “To my… Lord de Vere,” he said, “May God rest him in peace.” And then he raised his glass a little higher, offering a hint of a smile. “And,” he said, “to the newly appointed earl of Warkworth.”
Giles reached up, clinking his brother’s cup, meeting his gaze and holding it fast. “I give you my word, Will… I will avenge our dead.”
“Aye,” his brother said, flicking his nose with a finger. “I know you will.” After a moment, he swiped the back of his sleeve across his suds-covered lips, and the two of them drank awkwardly.
Their relationship had never been close, but over the past few months it had been strained in a way it had never been before. In so many ways, they were strangers—too far apart in years to have any fellowship or shared memories. And, in some ways, Giles was more a bastard son than Wilhelm, because, at least Wilhelm had had their father’s praise and he’d had a mother. Giles had come into this world a babe without a breast to suckle, and he’d scarce recovered his strength by the time he was old enough to train. By the age of ten, Richard de Vere had dismissed him as an able warrior. Far more readily, he’d embraced Wilhelm, who, from the first had shown a warrior’s aptitude and a willingness to learn.
Their father had been a proud man, with a penchant for siring daughters. His first wife bore him a son—Roger—but then she gave him a daughter and died with her babe. His next wife gave him two daughters before Giles, then she, too, died. And if there was one thing to be said about the elder de Vere, it was that he was persistent. He married again to the youngest daughter of the Bamburgh’s lord, just before her father bent the knee to David. Ayleth was her cousin.
But as for his sons… he hadn’t known what to do with Giles, who was sickly until he’d sprouted his first whiskers—and in the end, perhaps more to distract him than aught else, his father encouraged him to academia. That, more than aught else, was what drove Giles to the seminary, to excel where he thought he might—for the same reason Wilhelm and Roger worked so hard in their training: to make Richard de Vere proud. None of his sons were immune to that aspiration. Richard de Vere had been a force of nature, magnanimous and ever-ready with a smile—but hard on the field, because he’d understood the consequences of frailty and inexperience. His own father had fought in the People’s Crusade, and he himself had fought by Henry’s side during the Battle of Tinchebrai in Normandy.
So many years Giles had watched his brothers, wishing so much that he could match them, and absurdly, it was whilst he was attending the seminary that he’d discovered, though he did have a mind for academics, he was equally adept with his sword. Simply because he’d quit Warkworth did not mean he’d quit the desire for his father’s approval. He’d trained in private, and all that time he’d spent watching his siblings and father spar had not been in vain. After a time, he’d found himself enrolled in a very elite Papal Guard—so they’d claimed, a good warrior understood the value of both his pen and his sword. If he was now solidly built, it was due to the vigorous training he’d received, but only once in his life had Giles ever spied the glint of pride in his father’s eyes—and it was a day that would haunt him till his dying breath… not simply because he’d finally earned his father’s praise, but because… on that day he’d also sealed Warkworth’s fate.
God’s truth, he was equally responsible for the deaths of Warkworth’s innocents, and even so, given the same circumstances, he would do it all again. And if he was pleased to have been raised to earl, it was only because it would better afford him the opportunity to see justice done.
Wilhelm raised his glass with a slow, unfurling smile. “Another toast… for Roger, who’s like to be howling in his grave over hearing his weedy brother made earl in his stead.”
A short rumble of laughter escaped Giles, but he shook his head. “Weedy?” he said, tipping his cup, and peering over the rim. He paused before putting the tankard to his lips. “Weedy?” he asked again. And yet, there was no malice in the insult, and so he let the jibe pass, wondering if Wilhelm must be blind. They held gazes a long, awkward moment, and then Wilhelm shrugged.
“’Tis been overlong since ye been home, Giles… I’d warrant Roger’s got nay memory o’ ye looking as ye do.”
“Dead men haven’t any memory,” said Giles, and Wilhelm lifted his face to reveal the torment in his gaze.
“Even so,” he said, raising his cup higher. “A toast to Warkworth’s firstborn. Seems unfair… to work so bloody hard… only to die the way he did.” Wilhelm shook his head, peering down at the table. “I mean you no insult, Giles. But here you are… earl…”
“To Roger,” Giles interrupted, eyeing his brother pointedly. The last thing he wished was for Wilhelm to say something in his cups that he might regret… or worse, that Giles wouldn’t be able to forgive. As it was, he found himself subject to emotions he’d never realized he was capable of… most notably, an insidious, underlying resentment that was being stoked to life by Wilhelm’s persistent judgments.
God’s truth, he wished he’d known his eldest brother. For that matter, he wished he’d known his father better. But for all that Wilhelm must be grieving for everything he’d lost, Giles was also grieving for all that would never be. He had precious few memories, even of his beloved sisters, and all that remained of his brood was seated here… across this damnable table… and that man found him wanting.
Now that Wilhelm was calmer, he tried again to reassure him… after a fashion. “Remember, brother, like good vin, vengeance is a toast better served aged.”
Wilhelm frowned.
Giles explained. “If you believe for one instant that Morwen and Eustace do not anticipate retribution, you must think again. They will look for it, day in, day out, and then… one day… when they least expect it, we will serve give our salutes from a position of power, and they will drink. Merely because I do not speak of it, does not mean I do not have a plan.”
“Truly?” Wilhelm asked.
Giles reached out, clapping Wilhelm on the arm. “Truly. Have faith.”
Wilhelm offered a tentative smile. “Let’s drink to that,” he said, and he did, tipping the glass fully, quaffing the remainder of his ale. And then he grinned—a wide, face-splitting grin that Giles hadn’t seen in far too long. Pleased to see him smiling for the first time in so long, Giles ordered another round.
“For Lucy and Alice,” Wilhelm said, raising another toast, and Giles declared, “Hear, hear!”
But, then, against caution, Wilhelm ordered another round. “To Lady… Margaret,” he offered this time.
Three drinks in, and his brother was now grinning perpetually, even if his words didn’t suit his smile. “May her father rot in hell for not coming to our aid,” he said, swigging another gullet full. “I’ll put him there myself if I e’er see his face.”
Giles gave him a rueful laugh. “I warrant, there’s going to be a crush down there already.”
“So be it,” said Wilhelm, slamming down the tankard. “One more!” he shouted.
“Wilhelm nay…”
His brother waved vigorously at the waitress, who, without question, brought one final round and Giles pushed his own tankard aside as Wilhelm raised another toast. “This one… to Lady Ayleth,” he said, with a catch to his voice.
Giles sat back in his chair, disgusted, but not for the sake of the toast. And nevertheless, he reached out, raising his empty glass, giving the girl her due, even despite his annoyance over Wilhelm’s persistence in bringing the lady up. Only then… as he set the glass down, he realized something by the look on his brother’s face…
“She loved youuu,” Wilhelm said, and the last word recalled Giles to a mournful howl. And, suddenly, he understood his brother more clearly—his fury and his grief, all those veiled barbs, and the constant needling…
So, it seemed, Wilhelm loved a lady who was lost to him, long before the fire. For his part, Giles had never even considered Ayleth of Bamburgh, and all these years, it must bedevil Wilhelm to know it. Perhaps he was looking for proof that Giles had not taken her affections for granted. And nevertheless, they were never betrothed, and Giles never so much as kissed the sweet girl. For all of five minutes, there had been a bit of flirtation between them, and yet, the moment Giles realized he was destined for the seminary, he’d put all his flirtations aside. So, all these months since the fire, every time Wilhelm brought up Lady Ayleth’s name, he’d done so because he was mourning her. There was grief in his countenance now, and it occurred to Giles belatedly that he must have harbored great affection for Ayleth of Bamburgh.
Alas, if there was any trace of resentment in his tone when he spoke her name, perhaps it was because his station had prevented him from loving where he would, and it was certain Wilhelm would never have been so bold as to speak his heart; therefore, Lady Ayleth had likely gone to her grave never knowing how Wilhelm felt.
This, then, must be their nameless discord?
It had never even occurred to Giles that Ayleth had caught his brother’s eye. Understanding dawned as he shoved his tankard forward, rising from his seat, anxious to be away. As the night grew colder, the inn had become nearly as much a crush as the palace, every bloke in the city filtering in from the streets, until there was scarcely standing room.
“Let’s go,” he said.
It was time to leave, now, before they turned into a pair of maudlin fools, weeping amidst London’s finest. He skirted around the table, put his arm about Wilhelm’s middle, hoisting him up. “We have a long way to travel,” he said. “What say you we stop by Neasham?” he added for incentive.
“Why?”
“To give alms for Lady Ayleth’s soul.”
Wilhelm grinned, reaching one last time for his empty tankard, but Giles pushed it away. “That would be…” He hiccoughed. “Aye,” he said, surging to his feet and swinging an arm about Giles’ shoulder, giving him a rush of relief. The man was a bloody bulwark and if he planted his face into the table, there would be no human being alive who could remove him.



Chapter
Five

“As iron is eaten away by rust,
so the envious are consumed by their own passion.”
—Antisthenes
“My, my, wasn’t he a striking fellow?” I ask. “Tall, handsome, well-mannered—naught at all like the brother.”
“Aye,” my daughter replies, though nothing seems to discompose her. She wears a cloak of tranquility that grates on my nerves, like shards of glass in my slipper. Where in the name of the cauldron she inherited that trait, I do not know, for even now my smile is fragile and ready to shatter.
“He’ll make a fine stallion. Alas, my dear, he is not for you,” I say, and still, she remains silent, a pillar of genteel strength even as I grit my teeth in fury. “I have someone else in mind,” I say sweetly. “Do you remember William Martel?”
Stephen’s loyal steward was a rotund man, with a head like a melon, and a face only a mother could love. As of yet, he hadn’t any title to his name, but as loyal as he is to the king, I know Stephen is predisposed to rewarding him, and, after all, Martel is the one man closest to Stephen, with access even to his garderobe and cupboards. Already once, I have persuaded him to do my bidding—when he was steward to Henry. My daughter says naught, and I continue, “Alas, he’s hardly the most attractive man, but I have a use for him.”
“He’s twice my age,” she says, finally, providing the first note of unease I detect.
I smile victoriously. “Since when does age matter, my dear? Your father was thrice Adeliza’s age when he wed her—fifty-three to her eighteen, and you are older than she.”
“Well, we know how that went. She bore him no children, and since remarrying for love, she has borne William d'Aubigny five babes, and counting.” There was a wistful sigh in her voice. “By the by… I hear she is expecting again… apparently, that’s why Lord Arundel went rushing out the door.”
My daughter is a silly little fool. The only reason Adeliza of Louvain did not bear Henry any children is because I cursed her womb. What good would it have done me to allow more brats to his list of successors? But her silky tone grates on my nerves. A flap of nuns passes by. I smile for their sake, nodding serenely, though I am filled with rage—in truth, not so much for my daughter’s forbearing as I am for Stephen’s offense to me. I know that man too well. He will undermine everything I have accomplished, only to best me. Thank the cauldrons his son has more sense, and the sooner I get him on that throne, the better off I will be.
I laugh softly. “Dearest, do you think I give a damn whether you bear Martel’s brats? In fact, I would greatly prefer you did not, as I will be certain to have myself named heir to your dower, in the event you should pass before I do.” My smile thins, as I cast her a sideways glance. Her enduring silence does not assuage me, and I continue, “It happens all the time you realize? Only think of your dear grandmamau, taken from us all too soon.”
“Thanks to you,” she says, in her sing-song voice.
Alas, all my daughters are bitches, but despite Seren’s confidence and even tone, I know she is unnerved.
“That man is an ogre,” she says, her mettle weakening. “And nevertheless, I maintain faith in our Mother Goddess. Whatever she sees fit to provide me, I will embrace. After all, I must remember Elspeth as my example.”
Elspeth.
It is all I can do not to shriek. Her very name sends a burst of heat through my veins, and if I am not careful, it will ignite the world as I pass. If I could have my eldest here before me right now, I would introduce her to suffering unlike anything she has ever endured.
My daughter.
My betrayer.
My little Judas.
How she could best me, I do not know. None of these backwater girls have ever had the least bit of instruction and whatever magik they possess can never match my own. Simply having dewine blood is not enough to perform great feats. Much the same as an archer may not find his mark with his first shot, simply being a dewine is not proof against failure. Even with practice, success is not assured. She must have found some wellspring to strengthen her, and I would not put it past my mother to have imbued each of my daughters with her dying breath. The thought infuriates me—that woman doted on my brats and never once gave me a bit of praise. How it galls, even now, to hear the fruit of my loins described as beauteous! Unparalleled—as though I, myself, am not gifted with the prophet’s blood!
“Seren… I would caution you, my dear. Do not tangle with me, or you will find yourself twisted in so many directions you may never recover.”
Again, she answers with silence—silence!—as though she must be concentrating every effort to block me.
I turn slowly, regarding her with canny eyes.
She is blocking me, I realize. And suddenly, as we near my apartments, I catch the tang of fear on my tongue, even as it drifts to me on the aether. I smell it stronger, and stronger as we approach my quarters, and I know instinctively before we arrive: Something has gone awry.
My reaction is swift as an adder’s. Reaching out, I grasp Seren by the tender flesh of her arm, and wrench open the door to my apartments, pushing her inside. “What in the name of the Goddess have you done?”
Inside the room, Arwyn faces me, her face pale, and I sense both my daughters trembling as I slam the door, realizing at once that my prickly little Rose is gone.
“Where is she?”
Arwyn shakes her head and I narrow my gaze, attempting to read the girl’s thoughts. Like her sister, her mind is now closed to me like a padlock against thieves.
I bristle, shifting my attention to Seren, doubling my efforts, and Seren, I realize—the tricky little witch—has mastered the art of artifice. Some of her thoughts are open to me; others have receded to the darkest corners of her mind, like little cockroaches hiding from the light. But they cannot persevere, and I will break them. And nevertheless, a frustrated growl bursts from my throat as I shove my loveliest daughter toward her cowering sister. And then… another thought occurs to me, even before the two chance to embrace—the grimoire.
My eyes fly to the trousseau where I have safeguarded the Book so long. My feet do not move as I summon my mother’s box. The lock clicks. The lid flies open to reveal a void that seeps into the marrow of my bones.
My grimoire… it is gone.
The single word that roars from the depths of my lungs is thunderous enough to bring a shiver to the rafters. “Where?”
“How should I know?” says Seren all-too sweetly. “I was with you!”
“Liars!” I shout. “Filthy liars!”
Suddenly there is a knock at the door, and I slam my hand down so both my daughters are brought to their knees, their beautiful faces contorting with pain as their knee-joints crack against the hardwood floors. They should be so fortunate if all I do is break their legs. Summoning all my composure, I press a finger to my lips, bidding them to silence, hoping our visitor will leave.
Seren’s anger is like a crack of thunder against the silence. “I will not⁠—”
I don’t care what she is about to say. “Gwnïo ar gau!” I cut my hand through the air, viciously, whispering the words as another knock beats upon the door. And, even as I turn, I sense the stitches piercing the insides of my daughters’ lips, sewing their mouths shut with invisible but infrangible threads. By the time I place my hand on the door knob, they are duly silenced, kneeling dutifully, as though preparing to pray.
“My lady,” says the matron who greets me. She peers nervously within, and I, of course, have naught to hide, so I swing the door open, smiling with certainty that my daughters appear beatific in their reverent poses. I, too, join my hands together as though in prayer, and my daughters both mimic my gesture and bow their heads as I do.
“What pious young ladies,” says the maid admiringly. And her brows slant with apology as she adds. “I beg pardon for disturbing you, Lady Blackwood, but his Grace begs you join him in his chambers.”
It is all I can do not to shriek with despair. “Right now? Are you quite certain?” I tilt her a forbearing glance. “You see, I have only just returned from the hall.”
“Aye, Lady Blackwood. I am certain. And in his present mood, ye’d best not keep him waiting.”
She hasn’t any clue how close I am to cutting out her tongue for daring to advise me.
“My dear, you are too kind,” I say. “You must know well enough the title is no longer mine, but I thank you just as well for your deference—and your advice. Please, my dear, can you not apprise the king that I am… indisposed?”
The woman shakes her head. “Nay, my lady. He stated quite clearly that you must come at once, and⁠—”
“And what?”
She fidgets nervously. “If you do not, he shall provide an escort.”
I exhale annoyedly and turn to my daughters, cutting them a warning glance. I wave a hand to release them, and say, “Please, my dears, find your sister at once. I expect she will be waiting here, in this room, when I return.”
Both girl nod at once, and, reluctantly, I move to follow the king’s messenger. Alas, there is no way to avoid this summons, so I must deal with the missing grimoire when I return.
“Pray she is not lost,” I say to them, and I know the menace in my tone is not lost to the woman at my door. She shivers as I pull the door closed behind me, and she hurries away, leaving me to follow.
Never mind… I know the way…



Chapter
Six

The simple fact that Rosalynde had managed to escape London without any sign of Morwen’s birds was no cause for celebration. Her mother might not care so much about her, but she would never stop searching for the Book.
The undyed wool gown was chaffing her skin, and she longed to rip off the itchy wimple, but, until she knew for sure that no one was pursuing her, she must keep her wits about her and her disguise in place.
Intuitively, she sensed that she had already pushed the mare as far as she could for the night, and despite that she’d covered a fair distance, she couldn’t have traveled more than two or three leagues. Sadly, so much as she longed for more distance between her and her mother, she also had to consider the night’s precautions. Tomorrow, once she had her bearings, she could travel longer. In the meantime, hopefully Morwen would think her stupid and reckless and more than prepared to travel the night through. Then, she might not concentrate her hideous birds so near, and, thanks to Elspeth, she hadn’t enough of them to do a wide search.
Was it too much to hope that she had tested Stephen’s patience once-too-oft, and he’d locked her in a tower?
Sadly, she had no doubt that, even then, Morwen would find a way to extricate herself. The scope of her influence and power was frightening.
But she couldn’t worry about that right now—right now, she must find a good place to rest for the night.
By now, she was certain her mother would have returned to her quarters, and with Mordecai gone, the first thing she would do would be to interrogate Arwyn. Considering what was at stake, Rose had no doubt Arwyn would remain strong, but when Morwen didn’t get the answers she sought, she was bound to be enraged and there was naught so frightening as Morwen in a fit of rage. She feared for Arwyn, but her one consolation was that if Morwen should ever harm her twin, Rosalynde would know it, and right now, she sensed Arwyn’s heart beating strong.
Nevertheless, when Arwyn proved useless, Morwen would consult her crystal, and this was where Rose must depend on the strength of her magik.
And for this, she must thank her sister Rhiannon. Even as a wee one, Rhi had understood that someday they would all need their dewine gifts, and so often she had defied Elspeth, teaching them in private.
Essentially, whilst Rose and her sisters worried about being discovered by Elspeth, Elspeth had worried about being discovered by Ersinius. And, perhaps in the end, Elspeth had been right to worry, because the instant she’d left the priory, Rhiannon openly defied Ersinius—where she was now nobody knew for certain. The aether remained dreadfully silent—silent as these woods.
All day long she’d been repeating the only vanishing spell she knew by rote, over and over again. But, no matter how desperately she wished it were otherwise, no spell could make anyone vanish. It only dimmed one’s presence to the perception of others. Sometimes it worked. Sometimes it did not. And, regardless, her simple concealment spell was not proof against the full force of her mother’s hud du. Rosalynde’s only hope would be a proper warding spell, and she knew none in practice, only in theory. For that, she needed the book. After all, the hud itself was one thing—it was a gift of magik—and the Craft of the Wise was another. Inherently, it was a practical study of the hud, and the grimoire held every recipe and every spell her ancestors had ever performed.
Guiding her stolen mare through the forest, she searched for a suitable refuge, and, at long last, she came upon a well-concealed thicket and slipped inside, leading her mare into the covert as well.
She would need plenty of space to draw herself a proper pentacle—one aligned to her own affinities, and the reason for that might prove difficult to explain, and perhaps more difficult to comprehend. There were four main elements—five altogether—and each shared a quality with two more elements.
For example, since Rosalynde was aligned to water, water was moist like air, warm like fire, but it had naught in common with earth. Therefore, all things related to the earth element lay outside Rosalynde’s affinity.
To make matters more complicated, there was a fifth element, better known to her people as the quintessence. Borne of the spirit, this element was perfect in nature, and therefore, difficult to manipulate. But, if one did not have an affinity bordering on the quintessence, one could not cast aether spells. And regardless, only a dewine with a primary to the aether could hope to master all five. Rhiannon was such a dewine. Like their grandmamau, she bore the Mark of the Mother—those crossed, amber-lit eyes that distinguished her as a regnant priestess—a point of contention that Morwen had long bemoaned. No matter how powerful their mother might be, or how finely honed her gifts, she would never truly master all five elements, as Rhi could.
And yet, Morwen did have one thing going for her that the sisters did not. She dabbled with blood magik—strong hud du that neither she nor her sisters would ever have the gumption to consider. Cast with sacrificial magik, it
was dangerous business, and a blasphemy to the Goddess.
And nevertheless, used improperly, even white magik could be risky. There could be no escaping the Law of Three, which dictated that all magik, good or bad, once unleashed into the world must return to the summoner threefold. Nothing occurred without consequence. It was the law of nature. For common folk consequence was no less a veracity, but for a dewine, whose magik might alter the will of gods, the consequences were more severe.
Black or white, there was a price to be paid for magik, and one single conjuring, no matter how well intentioned, could change the fate of nations and end innocent lives.
Alas, magik was not to be avoided—not today.
Realizing there was no possible way she could draw a pentagram large enough to include the horse, nor could she compel the beast to stay within its bounds, she hobbled the mare nearby, so she could keep an eye on it, yet far enough that her hooves wouldn’t disturb the diagram.
Once the mare was settled, she found a sharp stick and began, as best she could amidst so much bracken, to draw her diagram precisely as she recalled, beginning with the earth affinity for a banishing spell.
Here again, the reasons were complicated. But while she had no true affinity to earth itself, the point at where she began to draw also had a bearing on the form of her magik.
Over these past months, she’d learned so much from the Book of Secrets, and there were essentially two types of spells to be cast: All things were either summoned or banished, accepted or denied, created or destroyed, transformed or reformed. Each of these fell under one of two elements: aether or earth—else, as the common folk would say, all things were under the dominion of heaven or earth.
A protection spell was in essence a banishing spell, meant to repel. Therefore, she should begin drawing her pentacle with the earth affinity at the southernmost point, because it was also her divergent affinity, then up to the west, to aether, across to the east, to fire, across again, to air, and up to the vertex, water, always her true north.
On the other hand, to cast a summoning spell, she would have begun drawing in the opposite direction, beginning with aether, but still keeping her divergent affinity at the southernmost point.
And, regardless of how she began to draw, she must always end with water at her vertex, with the properly drawn symbol, leaving her most vulnerable ingress at her feet.
Conversely, if she were to draw her pentagram with the earth symbol at its apex, it would give her no benefit.
Or, if she made the mistake of choosing the aether to place at the vertex—a very common mistake, considering the quintessence was, after all, the most powerful of the elements—it would still leave her defenseless.
On the other hand, for someone like Rhi, whose primary was aether, she would always complete her pentacle with aether at her vertex, and water as her divergent, though, in truth, Rhiannon had no weaknesses, and once she mastered the Craft, she would be a maven of all the elements.
Alas, only a dewine aligned to fire did not have some mastery over the aether, and this would be the case with Arwyn. So much as Arwyn hadn’t any issue with the Craft, the Craft did not love her back. She could summon a flame easily enough, but she could do little more than that. And to make matters worse, her affinity was weak and Rosalynde often feared she had somehow leeched her sister’s share of magik in the womb. After all, it could easily happen. On the death of her twin in the womb, Rhiannon had received all her twin’s gifts—Welsh magik, powerful enough for two dewine babes.
Regardless, elemental magik was complicated, essential knowledge for a dewine. Though simply because one dewine could manipulate elements, did not mean all dewines shared the ability; the Craft was specific to everyone. If Rosalynde were like Arwyn, whose affinities were lacking, she might concentrate on the hud where it enriched her… perhaps alchemy, divination, or charming.
At last, when her diagram was finished, Rosalynde attended to other matters. As soon as she could, she would ward her pentagram with a banishing spell, but in the meantime, she needed to see to the mare. At this late hour, it wouldn’t behoove her to search for a burn, so she pooled her hands together, concentrating on her primary.
Already, there were particles of water in the air, and her dewine senses could feel them. It was no more fantastical a feat than to lure these particles together, like a lodestone with metal. And yet, no matter how many times she performed the feat, it never ceased to amaze her.
After an instant, her palm began to glisten, then fill before her eyes, and she lifted her hands to the animal’s shining black lips, all the while listening to her belly grumble. There was no time for food tonight, and it wouldn’t be the first time she’d gone to bed without supping.
“I wonder what your name is,” she said to the mare. “You are so beautiful.” And she was. Shining black as the deepest night, she would hide very conveniently amidst the brush. And, if, by chance, some predator came near, she felt certain the mare would warn her. “Won’t you?” She said, stroking the sweet girl’s cheek.
Rosalynde was thirsty, as well, but so long as the mare kept drinking, she kept pulling water from the air, filling her palm, knowing that once she cozied into her pentacle, she wouldn’t be able to leave it again. At last, the animal seemed quenched, freeing Rosalynde to tend to her own needs. And when she was ready, she retrieved her grimoire from the saddlebag and knelt before the Book in the center of her diagram. She retrieved the pin she’d hidden in the hem of her skirt, pricked the tip of her finger, squeezed a few droplets of bright red onto the vellum, and once again, it vanished. Rosalynde spoke the rites to open the book, then settled in to read, ignoring the persistent grumbling of her belly.
By now, she was famished, though not enough to go foraging and risk being discovered by her mother. There were far more important matters to consider.
Skimming the pages quickly, she settled on a fire spell, and put the book down. Closing her eyes to harness the power of the emerging moonlight, she laid both palms above the facing pages until a veil of blue illumined the words. Reading aloud, she whispered…
Goddess of light shield me tonight.
Ye who would harm, ye who would maim,
Proceed and face the same.
A band of firelight burst at the edges of her pentagram, burning low, then diminishing. Startled, Rosalynde nevertheless continued:
With cloth and cord of darkest night, I shroud my soul.
Light is the weapon I would wield to keep me whole.
By all on high and law of three,
This is my will, so mote it be.
All of this was so new to her. She hadn’t any way to know what precisely should come of the words, so she waited, listening, until she felt it—water, air and fire, coalescing all about her, binding itself to her diagram, before settling into stillness and silence. Rosalynde inhaled deeply over the feel of it. The unbridled power of nature was exhilarating, and she sensed an impossible world out there, looming. Perhaps once she and Elspeth were reunited, they could study the Book together. With a bit of patience and practice, they might even grow to be as capable as Morwen—albeit far, far less vile. And, regardless, Rhi would be proud of her.
With a satisfied smile, she cast a glance at the mare, then proceeded to conceal her pentacle with bracken—very, very carefully, so as not to disturb the magik.
Although she had so much to learn about the Craft, she had more than enough practice with concealment, particularly from Elspeth. Unfortunately, the warding spell wasn’t a fail-safe. It was still possible for someone to stumble over her while traipsing in the woods, and if they should happen to discover her by accident, it wouldn’t serve her if they suspected sorcery—only how humorous it might be for someone to see a hapless nun sleeping in a witch’s pentacle. The thought alone made her giggle, and she was still giggling as she cozied with the book beneath her cheek. She lay upon the vellum, sobering over the realization that she had so much left to do… For one, Elspeth still hadn’t any notion Rosalynde was coming. Somehow, there must be some way to reach her sister without using the hud, but she didn’t know how. Nor did she have any inkling how far she had to travel to Aldergh. And, even if she could get there safely, she hoped Elspeth would have some notion how to keep the Book safe. After all, whatever magik her sister had cast to protect Aldergh, it had been strong enough to make Morwen take note and withdraw.
She rolled her eyes. Her mother would have everyone believing that Malcom Scott had kidnapped Elspeth, and that some accursed malady had swept through Eustace’s camp whilst they were attempting to negotiate with Aldergh’s lord—a malady that coincidentally killed only Morwen’s birds. In the end, Scotia’s king had intervened, arriving with more than three thousand warriors, forcing Eustace’s army to withdraw. But, really, Rosalynde preferred to believe that, for love’s sake, Elspeth had entreated the Goddess and, somehow, her sister had summoned a powerful warding spell—the most powerful kind of magik of all, magik borne of love from the aether. And she knew in her heart that Elspeth would never have attempted such a thing if she’d been forced to wed a man she didn’t love. Moreover, only true love could have forced Elspeth to acknowledge her dewine blood.
Of all her sisters, her eldest had the least affection for magik—perchance because she was also the one who’d been forced to watch their grandmamau burn—a penance from their mother dearest, to castigate Elspeth for wronging them by revealing them as dewines.
Elspeth still remembered the day Morwen abandoned them at the priory. With that hateful look in her eyes, she’d squeezed Elspeth’s hand with such fury, and said, “You are the eldest. Do not be tempted. Be certain your sisters are never tempted. Remember what happened to your grandmamau? This, too, will be your fate, and my fate, should you ever dare to defy me. They will tie you to a wooden stake… and they will burn you till your skin turns black and blisters off your bones.”
Poor Elspeth. Poor, poor Elspeth. What a terrible burden that must have been, and it was little wonder it haunted her still. And yet, after all was said and done, the Goddess had sent her a guardian…
Sighing over the notion, she wished with all her might that she could have a champion as well.
How sweet would that be?
Curling herself into a protective ball, she tucked her knees to her breast, lifted the veil so she could lay her naked cheek against the soft vellum, and took comfort in the feel of the soft, worn leather against her face. By its very presence, she felt the spirits of her brethren…
Tomorrow would be a bright new day.
Everything would be clearer on the morrow… and in the meantime… defend yourselves, sisters.
The worst is still to come.
Trying to ignore the itchy fabric of her gown and fighting the overwhelming desire to remove the wimple and veil, she fell asleep, wondering if her horse’s master had yet to discover his horse was missing. It never occurred to Rosalynde to be concerned that he might find her. It was her mother she most feared, and if she could remain hidden from Morwen, what could she possibly have to fear from an empty-headed man?
How stupid must one be to leave a stableboy guarding one’s horse, and, anyway, unlike Elspeth, Rosalynde had no qualms against using magik to defend herself and those she loved. She would call upon the Goddess in a heartbeat, and if she had a sword, she would wield it.
Ye who would harm, ye who would maim,
Proceed and face the same.



Chapter
Seven

Alas my LOVE you DO me WRONG
To cast ME… OFFF… discourteeeeously;
For I… have… loved YOU… soooo LONG
Wilhelm of Warkworth sang as he stumbled, punctuating his ludicrous verses with hiccoughs and burps, his voice echoing down empty streets.
As crowded as the tavern had been, the streets were deserted. Even the least pious must be home, warming themselves by a fire, eating pie and waiting for the Magi.
That Stephen would call anyone to London at such an hour was prickling to say the least, but at least Giles knew the king’s paranoia wasn’t particularly discerning. Even Arundel had been in the City this morn, despite the rumors of his wife’s confinement. And, after all, the lady of Arundel must be content with her match, judging by the brood she was providing d’Aubigny—even while she was still passing messages to her step-daughter, though he supposed even lovely little spies had dreams of hearth fires.
His thoughts turned to Seren Pendragon.
He had no desire to align himself with Morwen’s progeny, no matter how lovely the girl might be. She was naught but a lovely spy, and unlike Matilda, there was no noble cause to champion on her behalf.
Listening to his brother sing, he suffered a touch of bitterness, because, unlike Wilhelm or Roger, he’d never been the man to dream of hearth fires, but at the moment, it didn’t sound so bad—a pretty wife, a warm bed…
Perhaps Wilhelm’s were naught but broken dreams, but his eldest brother had been deprived of his first Yuletide with his unborn babe, and his wife. Isabel, God rest her soul, was still asleep in their bed, her belly four months thick with their firstborn when she died. Meanwhile, Roger was discovered in the garderobe. Evidently, having risen during the night, he’d fallen asleep nursing an irritable bowel. The flames must have swept through that old palisade with a terrible fury, and the irony didn’t escape Giles. His brother had trained all his life to die in battle—God willing, many years after their sire—and, instead, he’d died shitting on a pot.
It was unfair, he thought, and yet, as he had discovered throughout his time in the Guard, fairness wasn’t precisely the purvey of God. Otherwise, Richard de Vere would have grown fat and happy, surrounded by grandchildren, his halls ringing with peals of laughter. He sure did give it a good try. Alas, his father would never steal another sweet into a slipper. There would be no more Magi gifts for his children or his bride.
His sisters would never again titter over imagined beaus, nor would they blush over compliments, or long for springtime, when they could peek out from their windows as their father’s wards brandished shining silver swords.
For all intents and purposes, Warkworth would be restored, but nothing could bring back its spirit, and Giles wasn’t sure he had it in him to give his people the joie de vivre his father inspirited, even in a bastard son—and that, for all it bespoke, gave Giles the greatest prick of envy, because, in truth, how many bastard sons mourned their fathers so bitterly?
Wilhelm did.
For all his brother’s enduring snorts and grunts and growls, he was naught but a softy, with a gentle heart, and in that instant, he resolved to be more patient with Wilhelm.
For the first time in all his living days, he felt a kinship with his half-brother—a man who’d served his father loyally, and who’d vowed to serve Warkworth’s heir, even despite his endless debates.
They passed a young boy alone on the street and Giles noted his gaunt face and rags. As best he could whilst supporting his brother’s uncomfortable weight, he reached for his purse found a penny, and tossed it to the boy. After all, it was the Twelfth Night, and when should a man offer charity if not on the eve of the Magi? The lad smiled as he hurried to catch the shining copper, saying, “Bless you, good sir! Bless you!”
“Bless me!” exclaimed Wilhelm. “Bless… every… one!”
“Aye,” said Giles. “Indeed.” After all, they had each other, and they still had Warkworth. And, if they were lucky, someday his love-starved brother would find himself another love and Warkworth’s halls might still ring with children’s laughter. Pleased, after all, that he and Wilhelm had found some accord, he felt better… for a time… until they returned to the stables and found that one of the coursers was missing. What was more, it was the sable belonging to Giles. And what more, all the stable hands had clearly abandoned their duties to go home and eat pie.
“I tole ye,” said Wilhelm, brandishing a finger. “Tole ye… but ye ne’er lis—ten.” He hiccoughed.
Bloody hell. Giles hated being wrong—particularly when it concerned Wilhelm. But it wasn’t just that he knew Wilhelm would not let him live this down. He’d paid good money for those bloody coursers and he’d spent hours upon hours training the sable. Still, though he was furious, he reminded himself that it was the Twelfth Night and he had only himself to blame. He should have known better than to leave good horses hobbled outside the stables, no matter the season.
God’s teeth, at least they had the one remaining, and they were lucky it was still hobbled where he’d left it.
As God was his witness, if he was fortunate enough to catch the thief who’d stolen his sable on the eve of the Magi, he was going to rip out the man’s heart, because he clearly wasn’t using it anyway.
With some effort, he mounted Wilhelm’s courser, then, hoisted his brother’s dead weight onto the back of the horse.
“I tole ye,” Wilhelm sang again, poking a finger into the back of Giles’s head, and then, immediately after ascending, he tumbled forward, his chin plummeting into Giles’s back with the force of ten stone. And then before Giles could take offense—or curse his father for raising up a bastard so the man had so little fear of his betters—Wilhelm drunkenly wrapped his arms about Giles, hugging tightly as he had when Giles was six.
God’s breath, would he never outgrow his brother’s ribbing? He was a grown man already—lord of Warkworth, heir to his father’s seat—but his elder, half-brother clearly had no fear of him. Perhaps, Giles should have provided more cause for it—after all, he wasn’t the man his brother supposed. If his fellow guardsmen ever witnessed such a thing, they would piss their pants laughing. They would marvel over his patience, and then, in truth, endeavor to call him St. Giles. But it would be the last words they uttered, and well they knew it, and only the fool at his back would ever dare.
For all Wilhelm’s height and breadth, Giles could easily flatten him on his back. The fact that he would not do so was because… well, he loved the sot.
Reassuring himself that it was all for the best, he settled his ire. There was no way his brother could have maintained his saddle in the condition he was in. Even now, he was clutching Giles about the middle—like some oversized maid—grinding his whiskered jaw into his shoulder.
Cursing softly, ready to be shed of London’s buggery and filth, he wasted no time returning to the King’s Road, hoping the bastard who’d stolen his horse would treat the lady with the respect she deserved.
They’d ridden only about an hour before Wilhelm awoke long enough to grouse. “He musta sold her… thinking… ‘Why should I take ha’penny when I can fill my purse?’” He burped, the smell foul, then dropped his chin back down, catching Giles again between the shoulders. “Ye shoulda let me choke him… off,” he complained.
“Save your fury for Morwen, Will.”
“Alas, brother… an’ ye would not let me choke her… off… either,” his brother complained.
Giles laughed, though ruefully. “Not yet,” he promised. “All in due time.”
“Ye’re too bloody soft,” Wilhelm lamented, “Ye shoulda told the pillock to… piss off.”
Giles sighed but held his tongue. After a moment, his brother’s snores rattled his eardrums, but at least he was no longer singing and there were no more words coming out of Wilhelm’s face—jibes or otherwise.
The night was cold, but not so cold he appreciated the mantle of flesh on his back, and thanks to Wilhelm’s added weight, they were traveling at such a snail’s pace the mare could have slept erstwhile she walked.
His brother certainly did.
God’s bones, at this rate, they’d never catch their thief, but he was going to try. And still, he sighed, because Wilhelm was not his enemy; he was only a jealous fathead. And, in the long run, he wanted exactly what his brother wanted—even regarding the Lady Seren.
He no more intended to be saddled with a mole in their midst than he enjoyed riding two-to-a-saddle with the ox at his back. If only to counter Wilhelm’s snores—not because he relished the season, nor because he longed for a burning Yule log, or because he was bloody glad for the company of his brother—he adopted the ear worm his brother left him.
Alas my love you do me wrong
To cast me off discourteously;
For I have loved you, oh, so long
Delighting in your company.
Greensleeves was my delight,
Greensleeves my heart of gold,
Greensleeves was my heart of joy
And who but my Lady Greensleeves.



Chapter
Eight

Nearly half a dozen times through the long night, Giles had considered stopping for a piss and a rest.
He didn’t for a number of reasons: To begin with, there was every possibility his thief would be traveling north. The deduction was elementary: He knew of an inn near-about, where the most unsavory of characters were wont to gather. There was no way to say whether his thief could be in route to this place, but there weren’t many establishments along these roads, so if he found the inn, he would, conceivably, discover his thief, and then he would give the knuckle-dragger a Yuletide gift he wouldn’t soon forget.
And if he didn’t find his thief, there would be other stolen horses to purchase.
He followed his gut, pressing forth, never imagining how close he was, until, right before sunrise, he made a fortuitous discovery. Wilhelm may have passed on by, but Giles had a nose for his horse; her scent tickled his nostrils.
She must have scented Giles as well, because she nickered softly, and Giles reined in abruptly, dislodging Wilhelm’s head.
“Wha—”
Giles elbowed his brother in the belly. “Shhhhh!” he said.
Sensing trouble, Wilhelm sat upright, sobering.
Dismounting quietly, Giles made his way toward the sound of grazing and what he discovered in the thicket hobbled his tongue as surely as she had hobbled his sable.
God’s bones! His thief was a woman—a nun.
She lay sleeping peacefully, her wimple askew and her veil concealing only half her face. Even so, Giles found himself tongue-tied, and would have roused the girl, except… there was something about her that disoriented him.
He’d seen her face before, if only in his dreams. But nay… this girl was like a chimera—undefinable at the edges…
Tilting his head, Giles studied the nun, and couldn’t say whether she was young and lovely… or if she was old and unattractive. Her nose wavered between pert and small to hooked and crooked. But… if he looked very, very intently, her skin appeared so perfect as to seem translucent…
ACHING and sore from her crude bed, disoriented from her fitful rest, Rosalynde cracked her lids and found a strange pair of eyes peering down into her face—not Arwyn’s nor Elspeth’s, who each had violet-blue eyes, and not Seren, whose eyes were the silvery blue of a winter sky, nor Rhi, whose eyes were gold, like a wolf’s. Nor were they precisely like Morwen’s eyes—so uncannily black that one could scarce see where her pupils ended and her irises began… these were the eyes of a stranger.
Squealing, she scrambled to her feet, only belatedly remembering to retrieve her book. Her heart hammering with fear, she nevertheless bent to seize it, and noticed that the man didn’t bother to stop her.
He merely stared.
“Who are you?” she demanded to know.
“Who am I?” he asked, his dark eyes crinkling slightly at the corners. “You know… I wondered the same about you.” He was still posed on one knee, making no effort to rise, but his gaze shifted to the mare grazing nearby.
Rosalynde blinked. “I⁠—”
His lips curved into a roguish grin. “Perhaps the horse got your tongue?”
Rosalynde blinked, completely at a loss for words. For this very occasion, she’d had an entire fabrication prepared, but at the instant, all thought fled her head.
Fortunately, his eyes never once alit upon her grimoire, so he mustn’t have been sent by her mother. If so, he’d have seized the book by now and probably killed her long before she’d chanced to open her eyes. Repairing the veil with a hand, Rosalynde studied him as he watched her. And still, he cocked his head as though awaiting some response.
Behind him, a movement caught her attention, and her eyes widened fearfully as she caught sight of yet another man—a giant, with arms as big as trunks and a body like an ox.
“Don’t worry about him,” the man declared. “My brother is harmless.”
The giant rose to his full height and snarled, and Rosalynde hugged her book tighter, not entirely certain he spoke true. His “brother” was scowling at her as though he’d like to rip her limb from limb. It was all she could do not to run.
“I—” Her gaze returned to the kneeling man, who, by now, had still made no move to rise, and, in fact, he put an elbow to his knee and leaned forward, staring rudely.
His voice was smooth as honey. “Tell me, Sister, is that—” He pointed to the mare. “Your horse?” He lifted his finely-hewn chin, and Rosalynde had a terrible sense that his question was a trap. If she answered in the affirmative, he would assign his harmless brother to do his worst.
“Not precisely,” she said, with a lift of her chin, and realizing a nun would never affect such hubris, she lowered her gaze.
WHATEVER CHIMERA GILES thought he’d imagined was gone. It was, perhaps, no more than a trick of the light.
Weary as he was after the long night’s journey, he raked a hand through his hair, shaking off his fatigue.
Scarcely dressed for the weather, this woman stood shivering, clutching her book with a look of desperation that called to his heart. Her countenance was indisputably matronly, and this was meant to be kind. She had jowls, like a hound, and her nose was crooked, as though it had been broken many times. Much to his dismay, he was relieved when she repaired the veil, but it wasn’t like him to be so ill-affected by anyone’s appearance, and therefore, even before she began her woeful tale, he suffered the grave misfortune of feeling sorry for her, and favorably predisposed to helping if he could. “I hired a guide in London town,” she was quick to explain. “Once we were on the road, he beset me and stole my purse.” She shook her head, jowls jiggling as she pressed the tome to her breast. “I was afraid… so I hid.”
Who in God’s name would burgle a poor nun? Frowning, Giles peered back at Wilhelm, who was scowling now as well, although perhaps he was more offended that Giles would have called him harmless.
“A guide, you say?”
Wilhelm said naught, but he lifted his brow, as though to challenge Giles. But, what, in God’s name would he have Giles do? Leave the poor woman distraught? She was alone, in treacherous woods reputed to be full of brigands.
“Aye, sir,” she said.
“You paid him? How much?”
The nun sighed despondently. “I had five gold marks. He took it all but left me the mare.”
Wilhelm gave a low whistle and Giles shook his head.
“Good Sister. Did no one e’er advise ye ne’er to travel with so much gold, especially through these parts?”
The woman straightened to her full height—not at all formidable, though her demeanor would have him believe she thought otherwise.
“Aye, sir, and yet, where do you suppose I should have left my purse?” She looked as though she might weep, even with the impertinent tilt of her head. “I left home with all I owned, to offer my worth to God.”
Giles blew out a sigh. “Well… I suppose it will have to be God’s score to settle,” he said. “But I’m sorry to inform you that the mare is not yours. She is mine.”
The woman’s eyes widened. “Yours?”
“Aye, she’s mine. So, it seems, your guide burgled me as well, and if God does not settle the score, I may yet tend to him myself…. only the fool will have to stand in line.”
“Well!” She exclaimed, with as much animus as Wilhelm was displaying. “That fish paste!”
Giles found himself chortling. “What is your name?”
“Rosalynde.”
“Aye, well, Sister Rosalynde, you mustn’t fret,” he said, hoping to soothe her. “We’ll not leave you stranded. Only tell me, where is it do you wish to go?”



Chapter
Nine

His dark eyes glinted, and his smile transformed his face like to that of a delivering angel’s.
For a moment, Rosalynde was too dumb to speak.
There were legends that told of a distant kinsman—the Merlin of Britain, better known to her people as the prophet Taliesin. He was purported to be the most beautiful man in all the realm. For love of him, Cerridwen’s own daughter had defied her witch mother, and in turn Cerridwen doomed the entire isle of Avalon to the Endless Sea. This instant, Rosalynde could well believe a face like that could change the fates… this man might well change hers.
She could scarcely believe her good fortune. She lifted a hand to her breast in surprise. “Where do I wish to go?”
“I believe it’s what I asked.”
But, nay. Of course, he would wish to help her. There was naught surprising about that. She was a woman in distress—and not merely a woman, but a woman of the cloth. What man worth his salt would ever abandon a sister in her time of need?
“We haven’t time for twaddle,” said the brother, and Rosalynde’s hopes were dashed.
She looked from one man to the other, uncertain which of the two was the one in charge. For what it was worth, despite the bigger man’s perpetual frown and his aggressive posture, the other man seemed more… well… perhaps dangerous—even if the other did not perceive it.
Like Elspeth, Rosalynde could sometimes read auras and the beautiful man facing her had a thin but distinct thread of black in his life force—no red, which implied to Rosalynde that whatever it was that informed his colors, it was not tied to his emotions. In other words, he could slice a man’s throat, but it was not a thing he would do in anger. Fortuitously for her, she didn’t sense that throat-cutting was a pastime he was inclined to, else the black in his aura would be more prominent.
Still, it was there, and it gave her pause… and she was glad now that she had taken time to conceal her pentacle. Anyone who might stumble over the diagram who did not understand the Craft might think it to be Satan’s work. It most certainly was not. Simply by nature, all dewines were inclined to follow good Christian tenets. Their priests and priestesses were not unlike Christian priests, who in their hearts and minds were closer to God. Her grandmamau claimed all gods were one god, born of the same Great Mother, from whose very womb had sprung the world itself.
Looking back and forth between these two brothers, Rosalynde watched as the handsome man’s jaw tightened, though rather than appear frightening, he was more arresting—like the graven image of a golden idol. And mayhap this was why the other one did not take him seriously: He was too stunningly beautiful to appear threatening. Apparently, only Rosalynde sensed the quiet rage burning behind his words. “You return to Warkworth. I will escort the lady myself.”
“Giles.”
“Wilhelm.”
“Nay,” said the other man resentfully. “I’ll not leave you.” And Rosalynde took a defensive step backward.
Giles?
Giles of Warkworth?
Wasn’t that the name of the lord expected to wed her sister? And yet, it could not be—if so, he had clearly and inexplicably found her sister wanting, else Seren would be with him now. So far as Rosalynde knew, her sister was supposed to have returned to Warkworth with her betrothed.
Giles’s dark eyes shone like tourmalines—as impossibly dark as his hair was fair. “Accompany me, or nay, I will not leave this Sister alone.” He turned to cast a pointed glance at his brother and Rosalynde could feel the underlying tension mounting between them. Whatever it was that was troubling these two men, she wanted no part of it.
“Well,” she said, considering her mother, “I should be going…” As it was, she feared to tarry longer, and she hadn’t any desire to embroil herself betwixt these two siblings. Even so much as she longed to inquire about her sister, she daren’t do so. “You may have the mare,” she said, waving good-bye, but neither of the brothers bothered to look at her. “I’ll be going!” she said louder.
“Nay!” said Giles, turning to stab Rose with a razor-sharp glare, and yet she sensed his anger wasn’t directed at her. “I. Said. I. Will. Escort. You.”
“Oh. Very well,” said Rosalynde, as he turned again to look at the one called Wilhelm.
“And come to think of it, not only will I escort you, my brother will as well.”
So now she knew which of the two was in charge… Giles. Giles de Vere. The very one who was fated to marry her sister. What a strange, strange turn of fate, but she couldn’t decide whether it was good… or bad.
Right now, it felt more bad than good.
The tension between the two brothers was indisputably brittle. The air crackled between the pair as palpably as it had with her warding spell—which, she realized only belatedly was completely diminished. Giles must have broken her magik when he’d stepped into her pentagram.
Naturally, her first thought was for Morwen… if her mother should happen to peer into her crystal at the moment, there would be naught to keep her from finding Rose. Holding the book close, she frowned.
“As you wish,” said Wilhelm, peering down at his boots, looking as though he might suddenly retch… and then, he did.
Rosalynde twisted her lips into a grimace and looked away.
The lord of Warkworth’s toothy smile reappeared. “You must pardon my brother,” he said. “His ale has gone to his head, and his manners to the devil.”
Rosalynde nodded, but the greater part of her only wished she could flee—without these two men in her company. And nevertheless, she had the sense, after watching them, that there was no true discord between them. Quite to the contrary, the one called Wilhelm seemed to care about his lord brother, and she needn’t read auras to know it; the truth was there in his eyes. Rather, she sensed there was a certain lack of accord creating some rift between them… and she wondered if it had anything at all to do with her sister. These would not be the first two men to vie over Seren. Scarcely a month after their arrival in London, her sister had already had multiple requests for her hand, and two of those men had reputedly come to fisticuffs.
“I would be… grateful for your help,” she said to Giles. “Thank you,” she said to Wilhelm.
At the least, she must feel a little relieved for their protection. No matter how good she might be at foraging, her sisters had always claimed she had more valor than good sense.
Frowning still, Wilhelm swept a sleeve across his lips and said, “No worries, Good Sister. ’Tis but poor timing, and ’tis hardly your fault.”
Still clutching the grimoire to her breast, Rosalynde offered the man a smile, confused by their demeanor.
“Where to?” asked Giles.
“Neasham,” said Rose, a little alarmed by how easily the lie slipped through her lips. And yet, it wasn’t entirely unrehearsed. After all, Neasham was run by a small sect of Benedictine nuns, founded in part by the very woman whose habit she had stolen in London—Sister Emma.
“There you go,” said Giles, sweeping a hand in his brother’s direction. “How convenient. We’ll deliver her, with little time lost.”
Wilhelm nodded, though sullenly.
“Thank you,” said Rosalynde yet again, and, affecting her most benevolent tone, she added, “Because of you, my faith in men is restored.” She smiled winsomely, forgetting about her glamour spell and both men turned away, perhaps discomfited by her smile. Rosalynde lifted a brow at the sight of their chagrined blushes, but at least she knew they weren’t escorting her for the wrong reasons.
“It seems to me that your good faith in men should keep a bit of caution,” Giles said, and he turned to his brother. “Go, on… prepare the horses,” And then he addressed Rosalynde again. “Gather your belongings, Sister. We’ll be on our way at once. But, if you do not mind, I would ride my own horse…. and you…”
He looked toward his petulant brother, who was already gone to do his bidding, and apparently changed his mind, because he furrowed his brow. “You will ride with me.”
Rosalynde covered her answering grin with a hand, and it was all she could do not to giggle. He looked so perfectly disheartened by the notion.



Chapter
Ten

Few things in life were mere coincidences, and if there was one thing that separated the heart of a dewine from the hearts of ordinary men, it was that a dewine understood intuitively never to ignore a gift from the aether.
Clearly, these two men were meant to be part of Rosalynde’s destiny, and she understood they were sent for a reason. She only prayed that reason would see her safely delivered to Aldergh, and to Elspeth… not to Morwen.
Considering their demeanors, she watched them both carefully. It would be just like her mother to send a beautiful demon to do her dirty work. Thankfully, she didn’t get any sense of maliciousness from either of the two.
The one called “Wilhelm” dutifully inspected his brother’s mare, perhaps to be certain Rosalynde hadn’t somehow despoiled the beast. But despite the feeling of rancor she sensed from him, there was nothing about his actions that gave Rosalynde any indication he conspired against his brother. Rather, he very meticulously tightened the cinches, checked the length of the stirrups, adjusted the lord’s saddle and patted the twin satchels. Finally, after having discovered the lump of her cloak, he peered inside the satchel, pulled out the garment, then gave Rosalynde a bewildered glance, before shoving it back down into the pack.
She had the sense Wilhelm didn’t entirely trust her, though if he believed she’d lied about her circumstances, he didn’t confront her. And that was a good thing because she hadn’t any viable explanations to give him. For one, she couldn’t begin to explain why she wasn’t wearing her mother’s cloak in the middle of winter, when he and his brother were heavily weighted beneath fur coats. She simply didn’t wish to wear the foul garment, and at the instant, she wasn’t cold. Her warming spell was burning strong.
The same might not be true for her glamour spell, she realized, and if she was meant to travel with these men, she must soon reinforce her spell. After all, she hadn’t missed that odd look Giles gave her when she awoke—as though he couldn’t quite fathom what or who she was.
Sad to say, it was impossible to know how long she had remaining before the spell faded, because she was only a novice and most of her philters and spells were untried.
Until yesterday, the grimoire had remained locked in her mother’s trousseau, and she and her sisters had barely had any time to study it alone. Naturally, it was Rosalynde, with her tinkering skills, who’d learned to pick the lock, and nevertheless, during these past six months, there had been so few opportunities, and they’d only had any at all because they’d persevered, realizing that the only chance they had to defeat Morwen was to learn the Craft.
Hopefully, by now, Elspeth, too, must realize they needed magik to defeat Morwen. Men alone hadn’t any chance against her—not kings, nor queens, nor sons of kings. So much as the newly appointed Count of Mortain believed he had some hold over Morwen Pendragon, he most certainly did not. He was her mother’s poppet, no more, and Morwen was evil incarnate. Not even Elspeth would believe it if they told her what atrocities they had witnessed at Darkwood—depravity beyond imagining. Even now, all these months later, Rosalynde still shuddered to think of it…
In her mind’s eye, she saw the blood-soaked biscuits… Morwen’s familiar plucking at the crumbs… those shining black eyes so full of knowing.
Forsooth, she didn’t know which she feared most—Morwen, her wicked birds, or Mordecai, with his unfailing eagerness to please the Dark Witch of Bannau Brycheiniog. Alas, she could only deal with one problem at a time… and right now, the problem was her fading glamour…
Twice she’d attempted to slip away, twice Giles warned her against wandering. The second warning left her cold. “Of all the woodlands to choose, Sister Rosalynde, you made your camp very close to Darkwood,” he explained.
Rosalynde stiffened. “Darkwood, my lord?”
“Aye,” he said. “’Tis no wonder your guide led you to these parts. These woods have long been a haven for brigands, cutthroats, and more of the like. Rich as they might be with quarry, even King Henry wanted no part of them.”
He and Wilhelm shared a meaningful look, and Wilhelm shook his head ever so slightly.
Giles turned to wink at Rosalynde. “As tempted as I am to seek out your thief at a nearby inn, I’d rather reimburse you myself than deal with that den of miscreants. And besides,” he said, with a lop-sided grin, “it seems my brother is afeared.”
To that, Wilhelm cut him a mean glance, but Giles ignored him. “Five gold marks, you say?”
Rosalynde nodded, but reluctantly, because she still had all her money hidden in the hem of her gown.
“Worry not, Good Sister. I will provide you the entire sum, especially since I do not intend to part with the mare. But you must be content with a few silver marks until I can send you the rest… if you will trust me.”
Inexplicably, Rosalynde did trust him. Though, sad to say, he had little cause to trust her as she’d been lying to him from the very moment he’d happened upon her. “How… kind,” she said, struggling with her guilt.
He would give five gold marks to a stranger he’d only just met? He must have plenty more, and never mind, because she shouldn’t take a penny.
Giles de Vere must be a champion, indeed, and there could be no doubt he was sent by the Goddess, but… what could possibly have happened in London to change her sister’s fate? Had Giles repudiated Seren?
That seemed… utterly… impossible.
There was naught wrong with Seren. Her sister wasn’t merely lovely; she was as kind and gentle. She was gracious and good in all she did, and no one could fault her for anything— certainly not the likes of Giles de Vere.
The merest possibility of him repudiating her sweet sister did more than confuse Rosalynde; it tempered her gratitude, even as some terrible, terrible part of her—some part she couldn’t explain and didn’t wish to acknowledge—was oddly gleeful their union wasn’t ordained.
But why? Why would she feel this way?
If Giles was such a goodly man, why should she begrudge Seren that boon? Rather, she should be pleased for their union, not relieved that the bargain wasn’t sealed.
Brooding over her ludicrous thoughts—that perhaps Giles was not meant for her sister after all, rather he was meant for her—Rosalynde went about her woodland bower, holding her grimoire close, surreptitiously hoofing at the lines of her pentacle beneath the bracken.
At intervals, both men peered in her direction, casting her odd glances, as though they questioned her very sanity. But, of course, they would; what a sight she must present, looking like a hen scratching at feed.
Alas, she couldn’t take any chances. Covered by bracken, her diagram wasn’t visible to any but discerning eyes, but she didn’t intend to leave anything for Morwen to discover, particularly so near to Darkwood—the very name gave her a shiver. All this time, unbeknownst to her, she had been headed directly toward that place, and it was almost as though her mother had been leading her to her ruin.
Even now, was Mordecai waiting for her?
What might have happened if these men hadn’t come upon her sleeping?
She took comfort in this: If, in truth, Morwen had found a way to influence Rosalynde’s thoughts, Rosalynde should have felt her prying. Even more significantly, it wasn’t her mother’s way to wait about for anything. Morwen did not take lessons in patience from the spider in a web, no matter how sticky her thread or how deadly her poison might be.
Rather, her weaknesses were pride, impetuousness, and arrogance. And, in her vainglory, she would never guess how powerful Rhiannon was growing. None of her daughters would dare reveal it, and hopefully, that realization would come too late for her. And nevertheless, before anything could be accomplished along that vein, Rosalynde must first deliver the grimoire to safety… somewhere Morwen wouldn’t be able to reach it. To her knowledge, that place could only be Aldergh.
Hurrying as best she could, she erased all traces of her pentacle, all the while thinking about Elspeth and Rhiannon, how different her eldest sisters were.
Elspeth had been their father’s favorite—more beloved even than Matilda, and if only she’d not been born a bastard, she might have been his choice to wear England’s crown—not that it would have ended any differently for her than it did for Matilda. Times were never so dire as to place a woman on the throne. And nevertheless, if anyone could inspire confidence, it was certainly Elspeth. She had their father’s grace, and Matilda’s fearlessness, albeit without the haughtiness that plagued their father’s rightful heir.
Rhiannon, on the other hand, could be as ruthless as Morwen in so many ways, cunning and cold when she must. But she was loyal and fierce in her defense of those she loved. And, unlike Morwen, she did have the patience of a spider, weaving her web so meticulously, only waiting, waiting…
Someday, Rhi must be the one to challenge Morwen, though if her sister had a plan, she’d kept to herself, and it aggrieved Rose to no end that she had so meekly allowed their mother’s guards to abuse her that last night at the priory. They’d placed Rhiannon in iron shackles, tossed her into a tumbril, and to this day, Morwen refused to speak of her second eldest, and Rhi, so skilled as she might be, mustn’t be able to mindspeak outside proximity—why, Rose didn’t know, but she assumed mindspeaking worked like the light of a flame. Up close, it burned brightly, but the further one moved away from the source, the dimmer it became. Long ago, many, many eons before Rosalynde was born, Rhiannon claimed that folks were more accustomed to mindspeaking—not merely dewines, but everyone.
Eventually, they learned to block the ability to save themselves the grief of hearing the truth, because the heart did not always agree with what the tongue proclaimed.
Similarly, right now, her heart was telling her one thing, and her mind was telling her another.
Run! said her mind.
Stay, said her heart.

AT LONG LAST, the brothers were ready to ride, and Rosalynde whispered a silent prayer of thanks to the Goddess.
Giles helped her onto his saddle, then promptly mounted behind her, scooting as far back as he could possibly go. Perversely, the effort he took to avoid her amused Rosalynde, and she took some small comfort in the fact that he must still think her hideous.
For his part, Wilhelm scarcely ever dared look at her, and he seemed intensely aggravated by their current obligations. She was coming to see him as a sour-faced lout, who was saved from being handsome by the perpetual look of contempt he wore. If only he wouldn’t frown so much, he might be as comely as his brother—which only brought her to wonder how these two could possibly be related. They didn’t look much alike. Both had dark eyes, but Wilhelm’s hair was black and straight, cut in the Norman fashion, whilst Giles’s hair was golden-blond, like the color of honey, with soft, loose curls that teased at his nape.
Truly, the man was beautiful, unnaturally so, and Rosalynde couldn’t help herself—casting backward glances. He had lashes so dark and thick as to appear painted, like that of a Saracen’s. But, no matter how exquisite his face might appear, he was saved from prettiness by the firm lines of a very masculine jaw, and the huskiness of his male form.
In a flight of fancy, she dared imagine him her champion, in truth… and if he could change his surly attitude, perhaps Arwyn might like the brother.
Alas, she daren’t contemplate why Seren didn’t enter her vision at all. After all, Giles was her sister’s intended, not hers. And yet… here they were… together… and Seren was nowhere to be found. It couldn’t be a mere coincidence that out of all the horses in London, she had stolen the very one belonging to Giles de Vere, and here he was… without his given bride.
At any rate, it wasn’t as though Seren could possibly love the man. Until yesterday, her sister had never even met him, and, regardless, Rose knew Seren well enough to know her heart. It could be that Seren herself had willed Giles to her rescue. Surely, far less fanciful tales had inspired bards’ songs.
And yet, very clearly, her dubious savior did not share her fancy—not at the moment. All the while they rode, it seemed to Rose that he must be performing acrobatics to avoid her. Somehow, he’d managed to place his long arms about her, only bowed to such a degree that he wouldn’t be forced to touch her. Sweet fates. If she only dared, she might have laughed.
On the other hand, her reaction to him was hardly amusing. It was… confusing…
With his arms embracing her and leaning so close, she caught scents of warm leather, sunshine and a heady muskiness that called to her woman’s senses in a way she couldn’t ignore. Trying to make sense of it all, she sat quietly, her back straight, her precious Book pressed to her breast, until, much to her dismay, they found the King’s Road, abandoning the sanctuary of the woodlands, and the sight of the long, dusty lane, cleared of trees, gave her heart a flitter.
Once on the road, the canopy of green disappeared, the sky was clear for miles… the view entirely unobstructed to little black, beady eyes…
Rosalynde peered back over her shoulder. “My lord… do you not fear brigands might be watching the road?”
“Watching,” he said with little concern. “But we have naught so much of value for the trouble it would cost them to take it.”
And so, he might believe, but, in truth, they had something far, far more valuable than either of these men could ever imagine.
Rosalynde swallowed hard, despite the reassuring glimmer of the sword in his scabbard, and she made herself small, burrowing deeper into space between his arms, biting her tongue.
Anyone who looked upon the Book of Secrets
might see only a well-used book of scripture, but the knowledge writ herein was old as time itself. And despite that there were many, many grimoires held
across the realm, this was the only one penned by Taliesin, the father of their coven. On its face were marks that were no longer legible in their time, magik runes lost evermore, save by virtue of this one precious book.
Wilhelm suddenly gave his mare a gentle heel and moved ahead, saying, “I’d like to see any man attempt to relieve me of my valuables.”
Surprised by the outburst, Rosalynde watched as his chest puffed, and he cast a glance over his shoulder, perhaps to gauge his brother’s expression.
Behind her, Lord Giles offered a nearly inaudible grunt of frustration, but he said naught in response to his brother’s boast. She sensed that Wilhelm was more a burr in his saddle—or, more to the occasion, a plain-faced nun he couldn’t be rid of, and so he tolerated her. But though, in truth, Wilhelm was the larger man, she had a sense that Giles de Vere was no man to be trifled with, and she only wondered why the brother didn’t fear him.
Then again, Rosalynde didn’t fear her sisters either—not Elspeth nor Rhi, and most certainly not Arwyn or Seren. However, none of her sisters expected obeisance, even though Elspeth liked to control every aspect of every situation. And regardless, for all that they’d lived five girls to a crude little cottage, with no mother or father, they’d rarely ever fought, save for the occasional squabble over chores. They’d depended too much on each other, and it had taken every bit of their wit and energy to endure life at the priory.
It was incredible what could be accomplished altogether and how difficult life could be alone. But this, too, was a manifestation of the hud—the unity of spirit and the power of shared prayer. Even now, Rosalynde could feel her sisters’ love. They were her strength in this mad, mad world, and she didn’t know what she would do without them. Perhaps these two brothers simply needed a reason to look beyond their petty quarrels, and her mother would surely give it to them if she ever found them.
Sadly, if Rosalynde hoped to find herself relieved by their company, the longer they traveled together, the more agitated she became, and the more she missed her sweet sisters… the more she worried about her glamour.
And yet, so long as Giles de Vere kept pushing her away—gently, of course—she shouldn’t worry about the spell.
Bored and ill at ease in perfect view of the heavens, Rosalynde longed for friendly conversation. “So, then… you are lord of Warkworth?” she asked.
“Earl,” interjected the brother. He had been silent until this point, and it seemed to Rose that he’d been waiting for an opportunity to pounce.
“Appointed yesterday,” said Giles, though he left it at that, making Rosalynde all the more curious. And yet, shouldn’t that be something marvelous to crow about?
Clearly, the news didn’t please the brother, and there must be a bit of the devil in Rosalynde, because she couldn’t let it go—particularly since Lord Giles seemed so ready to shove her away every time she sought the sanctuary of his coat. “What a wonderful boon,” she said.
“So it is.”
“So, then, my lord, you must expound… what great deed have you performed to earn such a prestigious title? Did you perchance manage to save our king from his cousin… again?”
Wilhelm snickered, but, alas, if there was a note of sarcasm in Rosalynde’s tone, she didn’t bother to regret it. Everybody knew there were an unseemly number of newly appointed earls during Stephen’s reign, and he had, indeed, named a few of them for having saved him from Matilda. That thought amused her, though she hardly anticipated the answer he gave her. “I lived, whilst my father died,” he said a little bitterly, and Rosalynde frowned.
“Oh,” she said, deflated. “Pardon, my lord.”
“Worry not,” he said curtly, putting a hand to her back and pushing her gently forward.
Rosalynde frowned, annoyed.
It didn’t make sense that her given champion should utterly abhor her, but perhaps it was unreasonable to think he might see beyond her glamour, especially since she didn’t want him to. “Well, my lord… I hope you find peace in God.”
“Thank you, Sister,” he said, and fell again into a narrow silence—a quietude that neither brother gave any indication of wishing to end.
Ah, well… at least boredom wouldn’t be the death of her…
Her mother might be, though considering that Giles was here, without Seren, something must have happened in London to waylay the hateful witch.
Conceivably, there was one person she could ask, but how could she broach the subject when she shouldn’t even have any knowledge that Giles was supposed to wed her sister?
Oh, what a tangle…



Chapter
Eleven

If twenty times the girl had leaned back against him, twenty times Giles pushed her away. The bitter truth was that she wasn’t very attractive, and so much as he didn’t wish to be attracted to a nun, neither did he care to feel this particular nun’s soft curves against his well-worn leathers.
And, don’t think he hadn’t noticed how much she wiggled—probably equally as annoyed by the material of her crude gown as Giles was by her proximity.
Forsooth, as cold as it was, he wondered irately why she did not wear the cloak Wilhelm discovered in his satchel, instead of trying to burrow into his. Though he didn’t recognize the breed of animal, hers was rimmed with soft, black fur, and it would surely keep her warmer than Giles had a mind to.
What a mystery, she was, traveling with more gold than his brother earned in a given year, and wearing clothes that would have chafed his own skin raw, when she owned a cloak that could easily have passed as fashionable in Stephen’s court. There was something about her… something that struck him as odd.
Despite her lack of sophistication, he believed she could be a lady, in truth—mayhap the spoiled daughter of a Welsh lord. Her accent was faint, but he recognized it just the same, and she wore a certain gleam in her eye… one he’d met in too many dissenters, and so much as her spirit did appeal to him… her face did not.
She wiggled backward, yet again, nestling her firm little backside too intimately into the crook of his thighs, and there it was again—a snicker—Giles frowned.
To his utter dismay, his body hadn’t the first clue his brain must be disgusted by the woman seated before him.
His mutinous cock betrayed him, stirring, if only slightly, and he scooted back, again, this time as far as he could manage and still remain in the saddle. Any further, and he would be seated on the mare’s rump.
In answer, the girl leaned again, this time resting her head on his shoulder and Giles frowned. “Have you grown weary of traveling already, Sister Rosalynde?”
“Oh, nay, my lord,” she said, sweet as honey—not at all in keeping with her appearance. And nevertheless, with her back to him, he could almost imagine her to be… well, more like he’d imagined her to be when he’d first laid eyes upon her sleeping in the thicket. And regardless, there was too much glee in her tone… as though she enjoyed baiting him.
But why? If, in truth, she’d somehow gleaned his feelings about her appearance, she should be rightfully offended—unlike his nose.
Bloody hell.
Her hair smelled of… roses.
And while there was nothing quite so extraordinary about a Rose smelling like a rose—still, he frowned, wishing he could, at least for the time being, forget the girl’s unpleasant face.
Sweet lord, he didn’t wish to lean into that intoxicating scent… and neither did he appreciate her dark, shining hair spilling over his shoulder so familiarly as a lover’s. Warmed by the noonday sun, it shone like red velvet.
Moreover, there was something about Sister Rosalynde that reminded him of the siren from his dreams… that beauteous water nymph that time after time had lured him to the depths of the sea. She’d had a similar gleam in her eyes that hardened his cock so painfully he awoke in the mornings with a burning desire that would not diminish until he took himself into his own hands. As soon as he found a moment alone, he must indulge himself again, as he didn’t consider it to be in anybody’s best interest for a man to burn.
“You seem to be very much at ease,” he said, this time allowing her rest.
“Aye, my lord. Because, after all, you’ve been so kind.” He caught a smile in her voice, and, inexplicably, it made his cock stir again. She inhaled deeply, her ample breasts brushing against his arm, and he shuddered over the sensation. “I was lost until you found me.”
“Ah, yeah,” he rejoined, perhaps testing her. “And what man, having a hundred sheep, if he has lost one, does not leave the ninety, to go after the one…”
“Ninety-nine,” she said.
“Ninety-nine,” he amended. “You do know your scripture, Sister Rosalynde.”
She was silent a moment. “Alas, not so well as I should. But you also know yours?”
“I do, indeed,” said Giles. “Until recently, I was… conscripted to…” He peered at Wilhelm, who seemed to be doing his utmost to ignore them. “The seminary.”
“I see,” she said.
He very much doubted she did, and yet what he did and where he’d been until the day he’d returned to England was not a matter for public consumption. He cast a glance at his moody brother. Even despite their recent discussion, something was bedeviling Wilhelm, though Giles couldn’t put a finger on it. He was tired, that much he could see. He was beginning to slouch in his saddle, but as tired as Giles might be, himself, he didn’t intend to stop until Wilhelm begged for mercy. If he had to hand the nun over to keep him awake, he would do it—except… for some odd reason, he realized he didn’t want to. And, more, the longer she remained burrowed in his arms, the stronger his desire to pull her back against him and keep her safe. The scent of her was like some witchery… lulling him into a state of bliss, making him long for his siren, invented though she must be.
“My lord, we’ve been traveling the King’s Road for some time. Perhaps we should return to the woods?”
Sister Rosalynde peered over her shoulder yet again, and Giles cringed at the presentation of her face so near. It wasn’t so much that she was unattractive, but to look at her made him feel drunk, and it didn’t help much that he was already exhausted and growing more so by the second. He hadn’t slept all night long. And so much as he didn’t regret it, because of the return of his sable, he was growing more and more vexed by the mile—both at this sweet, unsuspecting nun, and his lame-brained, ill-tempered brother.
“We’ll be fine,” he reassured her, and hating himself for the rudeness, he gave her a twirling motion with his finger, so she would turn back around. If he must be forced to suffer the tantalizing curves of her body, he’d rather suffer his own imagination. But, if only… because she was perfectly formed. So much as he didn’t wish to know that, he did, and it was impossible to deny it—as impossible to ignore as her sweet, beguiling scent, and he blamed it on his wasted state.
Consequently, the more confused he grew, the more cantankerous he became. “Sister, please, must you lean… so… close?”
Beside him, his brother chuckled, and Giles tensed.
Clearly, Wilhelm was enjoying his discomfort, and, evidently, he’d forgotten everything they’d discussed back in that tavern, else none of it had meant a bloody thing to him. It was enough to sour his mood.
“Say Wilhelm… do you recall my suggesting we stop by Neasham?”
“Of course,” Wilhelm said, impatiently. “You said we could deliver Sister Rosalynde with time to spare.”
“Nay, brother… before that… in the tavern… do you not recall I said we should stop to give alms for Lady Ayleth’s soul?”
His brother did not answer—not at once, and when he did, his voice was thick with emotion. “Nay,” he said. “I did not.”



Chapter
Twelve

Lady Ayleth?
Who was this woman who’d aroused such raw emotion betwixt these brothers?
Instinctively, she sensed Lady Ayleth must be the needle beneath their bums, the cause of their enmity, the pebble in their boots. But whoever she was, she must also be quite dead—or dying—since Rosalynde didn’t believe one gave alms for the souls of the living.
Alms, as well as she could glean, were paid by the devout for the souls in purgatory, so they might be freed to see the pearly gates of Heaven. However, according to her own beliefs, there was only this world and the Other World. And, if, indeed, there was a third place, according to dewine tradition, it wasn’t a place mortals could bargain their way out of.
The Nether Realm was a great black void where all things simply ceased to be, just as the Isle of Avalon and the Great Witch Cerridwen. It was as mysterious a place, even to a dewine, as the fae glens.
And yet, whatever the case, her heart ached for these brothers, even as she suffered a strange pang that could only be described as envy. Oh, to have a man love her so deeply that he would vie with his brother, even beyond her death. She sighed wistfully.
As a girl, she’d so much loved all those troubadours’ songs. Every so often, as she and her sisters had toiled in their garden, bored and forgotten, she had dreamt of a beautiful champion who would ride to her rescue. In her dreams— she peered over her shoulder—he looked like Giles.
So, then, could this Lady Ayleth be the reason Giles de Vere had abandoned her beauteous sister in London?
Sad to say, if sweet, beautiful Seren did not manage to turn this man’s heart or soften the pain of his loss, what hope had Rose to do the same? And why in the name of the Goddess would she aspire to do so? Had she gone mad?
Two days alone without her sisters and already she was pining over a man.
And regardless, she rebuked herself, simply because Elspeth had married her champion did not mean Rosalynde should do the same—nor was it even clear yet that Giles was any sort of champion at all. The man was a newly appointed earl to England’s Usurper, and he might never dare risk his new title for the likes of Rosalynde, nor even Seren, for that matter.
And here was the plain truth: Rose was bound for Aldergh and her sister’s husband was an enemy to the crown.
She was not some plain, hapless nun; she was a daughter of Avalon, a child of the Goddess. And just as soon as this came to be known, Giles de Vere would return her to her mother. Because if he so much as dared to oppose his king, he would sooner find himself dispossessed and perhaps even imprisoned.
As for Rosalynde… well… she would do well enough to put all her romantic notions aside—forget the bards’ tales, forget notions of courtly love and champions.
This was not the time for fantasies, and there was too much at stake here—war games, politiks, deception, brothers at odds—the realm was in peril. And if there was one thing she must accept, it was that Elspeth was right. She might not share Elspeth’s love for politiks, nor any true affection for Matilda, but she now understood what a precarious path they were traveling as a nation, and if Matilda did not reclaim their father’s throne, England might be lost.
For all these many months in London, Rosalynde had been so preoccupied with her own troubles that she hadn’t had much of an inkling what was happening elsewhere in the realm. To her mind, there were only two places of consequence—Blackwood, where she believed Rhi was being held, and Aldergh, where her sister Elspeth had gone. Unlike Elspeth, she hadn’t much interest to know about the Empress Matilda, what she was doing, who was whispering in her ear, or where she was going. Alas, she and her true sisters had more immediate concerns, and despite that she shared blood ties with Henry’s daughter, Rosalynde could scarcely even recall Henry, much less a distant half-sister.
Now, in the fourteenth winter since Henry’s death, why should she bother to care about a sister who was twenty-seven years her senior, and who’d never once troubled herself over their welfare?
Quite certainly, Matilda didn’t care about them, and, for all that Elspeth seemed to admire the lady, she mustn’t care about Elspeth either.
And yet why should she?
Their father had sired many, many bastards, and despite that Matilda had loved Robert of Gloucester, it was probably because they were more of an age. She and Matilda were not, and they scarcely knew of each other. When Matilda left England to be married at the age of twelve, Rosalynde wasn’t even born yet. When she returned to court after her husband died, Elspeth herself was but two. Three years later, when she’d married Geoffrey d’ Anjou, even then, Rosalynde and Arwyn were scarce seedlings in their mother’s womb.
Half a lifetime had already passed for Matilda by the time Rosalynde and Arwyn came wailing into the world. And, for those few times their half-sister had paid attendance to their father in London after their birth, she could scarce have been asked to bother with Morwen’s brats. In her shoes, Rosalynde wouldn’t have either. Not only was Morwen Henry Beauchamp’s whore—a woman who’d disrespected her mother’s memory—but even then, Matilda and Morwen had been at odds.
None of that mattered here and now. What did matter was her real sisters, and no man should come between them.
And anyway, she didn’t even know for sure that Giles had repudiated Seren. For all Rosalynde knew, it simply hadn’t been appropriate for him to bring her home—and here she sat pining over a man who didn’t even know her true face.
How ludicrous was that?
Perhaps, after all, Giles was looking forward to wedding her sister… and mayhap Seren, too, had found him appealing. Who wouldn’t? Only now, Rosalynde was behaving like a wanton, prepared to throw herself into his arms—and why? Because she had some silly notion that the Goddess may have deigned to send her a champion… as she had for Elspeth?
This was hardly a fae’s tale. Lives were at stake, and hers no less than anyone else’s. She hoped, in truth, that the Goddess had been gracious enough to send her a champion, but it mustn’t be for flights of fancy. She had her mother’s grimoire in her possession, and if she didn’t keep her wits about her, she would lose it, and lose her life, as well.
Moreover, if she wasn’t careful, she would send these brothers to their deaths, as well.
That was a sobering thought.
Brooding now, she held the grimoire close, trying to remember what she knew of Giles de Vere—not much.
He was a younger son, come into his inheritance after the death of his sire and an elder brother. Morwen had had little more to say about the man, but Rosalynde had never sensed that her mother wished to give Seren up so easily—not to some lowly northern lord, who hadn’t any true power or influence. In fact, she’d had the impression that Morwen was furious over the betrothal and that she might thwart the king if she could. Perhaps, after all, that’s what waylaid her? Perhaps she’d angered Stephen and he had locked her away, as his wife so oft threatened to do.
To be sure, the Queen Consort was no wilting flower. As diminutive as the lady might be, she swept through Westminster’s halls with a stature that cowed men twice her size. Nor did she concern herself with niceties. The one time the sisters had been left alone in her company, she’d informed them rather baldly that her mother should be persona non grata, and that the only reason she was not, was because of her. Simply because Morwen was useful, the Queen would continue to pave the way for the Pendragons in her court, but if a one of them crossed her, they would see how fast they would be put out the door.
Rosalynde also remembered Elspeth telling a story about the day they were summoned to meet Stephen for the first time—right after his coronation. Rosalynde was far too young to remember the occasion, but apparently, the Queen had marched into their mother’s quarters and informed Morwen in no uncertain terms to be discreet with her lord king, lest she defy her husband and feed Morwen’s eyeballs to her precious birds.
No one spoke to Morwen that way. No one. But, after all, there must be something dark in Stephen’s queen, because what sort of wife conspired with a husband’s paramour? What sort of mother encouraged a son—England’s heir—to disport where her husband had already dared?
In Rosalynde’s opinion, if, in truth, England fell to ruin, the fault would lie as much with Maude as it did with Morwen.
But, for all that he’d stolen her father’s crown, Stephen seemed more reasonable. Certainly, he was kinder, and Rosalynde had a niggling sense that he was a man caught in a spider’s web, and his queen was as much a poppet master as her mother. Alas, she also sensed the king was growing weary of his throne. Rumor had it that he was preparing to abdicate to his son—completely unheard of in England, though they often did such things in France—and if he did, Morwen and Stephen’s Queen would gnash their teeth like wolves, and God help Eustace, the poor, arrogant fool. He was too stupid, greedy, shortsighted and godless to survive them. They would rend him in two like a rag doll.
The thought gave Rosalynde a shiver, and she shivered again, feeling the first signs of cold. And not merely the cold…
It was all she could do to keep her head from lolling and her eyes wide open. In her current state, she doubted she would have any recourse against her mother. She would lie down at Morwen’s feet and snore herself into an early grave.
Gooseflesh erupted on her skin as Giles slid an arm about her waist, pulling her close, lending his warmth and his support. This time her shivers had naught do with the weather.
“Rest,” he said. “We’ll stop soon.”
The tenderness in his voice startled her, and the warmth of his breath against her nape made her heart flutter wildly. She said not a word—couldn’t speak, because now the tightness of her throat strangled her words. But she nodded, shivering as she laid her head back to rest against his shoulder.
Goddess have mercy, despite having spent the past hour talking herself out of girlish fancies, she dared to revel in the warmth and safety of his arms.
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She was in a castel that could only be Blackwood.
Born in London, neither Rosalynde nor Arwyn had ever chanced to see their family estate in Bannau Brycheiniog, but she recalled every word of Elspeth’s stories, and she envisioned it clearly… the ivy-tangled courtyard with the sacred cauldron once tended by Gwion, that boy who’d stolen the Witch Goddess’s potion. Pregnant still, and fat with its great iron belly, the cauldron sat above a ring of blackened stones, the fire beneath it burning with an eternal flame. Rose couldn’t see what was being brewed within, but she watched smoke that curled above the cauldron and rose into the open courtyard toward a cloudless blue sky, rushing past lichen-covered stone…
And then, suddenly, she herself was the smoke… drifting through rusted metal bars and coalescing into a solid form…
Here, from her prison bower, she had a view of the Endless Sea… and outside her door stood a man… leaning against the wall, facing away, so she couldn’t see his face, though she could still hear his voice. “There is no future but the one your mother has ordained.”
Familiar laughter. “Ah, my lord… the Goddess truly works in mysterious ways. You have yet to realize what you would give to win your true desire.”
Silence.
“And what if my desire is you?”
Like wisps of smoke from the cauldron, her lips curved into a slow smile, and she laughed again, very softly, even as her nipples hardened with desire. “And you jest, my lord… but you will learn… the heart wants what it wants.”
Silence.
“No matter what you may call yourself, your blood is Welsh, lest you forget… and I know what you really want.”
She was not afraid, though his words should engender fear. “You will never leave here… Rhiannon,” he said, angry, and then she heard him push off the wall and walk away.
His footsteps echoed sharply on the ancient stone.
Silence was the gift of his departure.
Rhiannon!
Rosalynde’s eyes flew wide to find it was late afternoon.
She was horrified to discover herself resting like a limp doll in Giles’s arms. Straightening at once, embarrassed, she saw that he’d laid a hand atop her grimoire, holding it fast, and without meaning to, Rosalynde wrenched the Book away with a gasp.
“Pardon,” he said. “I feared you would drop it and I didn’t wish to wake you.”
Disoriented still, Rosalynde jerked forward, trying to gauge how far they’d come. As far as she could tell, they were still alive… and still on the King’s Road.
On the road, their ambling shadows formed gargoyles—two of them: one big one small—with hoofed protuberances pawing at the ground, and thick bodies with strange appendages growing from their middles, five jouncing heads. For a befuddled instant, she studied the grotesque shadows, realizing that Wilhelm must have fallen behind, and she turned to find him hunched over his horse, somehow dozing. “How long have I been sleeping?” she asked.
“A bit longer than Wilhelm.”
Rose tilted her head, stretching the cords of her neck, and turned again to peer at Wilhelm, marveling over the contortion of his body and his curious ability to sleep in his saddle. At least she’d had Giles to hold her, and for that she was thankful. And nevertheless, she was horrified to discover that, like Rhiannon’s had in her dream, her nipples were pebbled and straining against the course wool of her nun’s habit. Defensively, she pressed the grimoire closer.
Ignoring her traitorous body, she considered the dream. Could it be that her sister had given her a glimpse into her cage? Or, was it only an invention of Rosalynde’s tired, overwrought mind?
Some dewines could descry by dreams—Rhiannon did so all the time, but Rosalynde had never once had any occurrence herself, and she only knew it because Rhiannon had told her so, not because her sister had ever infiltrated her dreams before. And yet, no dewine worth her blood would ever ignore a message from the aether, and it was quite possible Rhiannon had discovered a safer way to mindspeak.
“I’m guessing you mustn’t have rested well last night,” Giles said. “Much to be expected, there aren’t many ladies I know who could sleep so well in the woods.”
Clearly, he didn’t know her. Rosalynde could sleep anywhere, and the forest was like a second home to her.
Once, she’d fallen asleep in an elm tree, like a cat, and her sisters had worried all day long until she’d returned to the priory that evening. Even so, she was chagrined to confess, even if only to herself, that she had rested far more easily in Giles’s arms than she had in her warded pentacle.
“Speaking of woods, my lord...” She peered up, looking at clear skies—completely unobstructed by the boughs of trees, in perfect view of Morwen’s black-feathered spies. “Should we not seek the shade for a while?”
She turned to look at him with pleading eyes.
GILES BLINKED at the sight of her very, very blue eyes… but he’d imagined they were green—a shade of green that recalled him to rich, thick moss, not this peculiar shade of blue that made him think of bellflowers.
“What is it?” she asked.
Giles scratched his chin, uncertain what it was, precisely.
“My lord?” She asked again, and he shook his head, averting his gaze, suffering the same bewildering sense of recognition he’d experienced this morning when he’d met her.
“’Tis naught,” he said, determining that he must be over-weary.
So long as she’d been sleeping, he’d let her rest because he’d wanted to put as much distance between them and Darkwood as possible. He didn’t care to alarm the girl, but he had a sense they were being followed, even despite that he couldn’t see anyone. It was entirely possible they’d caught the attention of one of Darkwood’s brigands, and the man was skilled enough to know how to track them, and perhaps wise enough to know that he couldn’t prevail against two armed warriors—which also implied he must be alone, perhaps waiting for an opportune moment.
He hadn’t bothered alerting Wilhelm only because his sword lay resting as quietly as the woman in his arms. Regretfully, stopping for the evening was inevitable and now was as good a time as any. He was the only one who hadn’t managed to catch a kip in the saddle.
And, anyway, he’d already proven his point. Wilhelm had been dozing nearly as long as Rosalynde, and if he denied it, Giles had the girl as his witness. Clearly, his brother had judged himself in superior form. Alas, he was merely the bigger man. And, regardless, it annoyed Giles to no end that this unlooked-for competition had reduced him to a youth, fresh off the field, with balls bigger than his brains, and a yen to prove himself where he oughtn’t bloody care to.
Sister Rosalynde was still looking at him, pleading, and he gave a short whistle, heard a waking snort, then an immediate shift in Wilhelm’s gait. Without turning, he waved his brother into the woods, where the late afternoon sun sluiced through the limbs of naked oaks.
He found a spot near a small burn, where he could see clearly in three directions, and there he dismounted, then helped Sister Rosalynde down from his horse, making sure she was steady on her feet before releasing her...
Blue.
Her eyes were, indeed, blue. Bright as bellflowers.
And more… under the soft, dappled light of the forest, she appeared… different.
Softer, perhaps?
Peering up, over the dingy white veil she wore, her lovely blue eyes were filled with concern, and she held the book between them like a shield.
Amused, Giles released her, and gave the book a nod. “There’s room in my satchel,” he suggested. “Along with your cloak…”
“Nay, thank you,” she said quickly, casting a glance at the sword in his scabbard, the shining rain guard catching her attention as it glinted by the sun. She gasped suddenly, gave a hasty pardon and hurried away, giving him the impression that his sword had intimidated her.
Shrugging, he watched her go, wondering again why she wouldn’t wear her cloak. Clearly, she was cold, or she wouldn’t have been so insistent about climbing beneath his own, and yet…
He had a feeling there was more to Sister Rosalynde than what she’d claimed… and despite her outward appearance, there was something about the lady that appealed to him. There was a spark of brilliance behind those chameleon eyes.
“Do not wander,” he called after her. “Hurry back, or I’ll come looking.”
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Not only could Giles not be sure they weren’t alone in these woods, but his brother was in a fine state to be hunting. Suffering the effects of too much ale and too little sleep, Wilhelm was cantankerous and restless, and Giles didn’t intend for Sister Rosalynde to be mistaken for quarry whilst kneeling behind a bush. He gave her plenty long enough to see to her affairs, before he went searching, sword in hand.
He’d found her repairing the hem of her gown, but she’d complained fiercely when he’d insisted that she return. Now she sat, pouting and worrying her hands raw as Giles finished gathering kindling for the fire.
But it struck him, as he watched her, that for all her worrying, she didn’t appear overly concerned about Giles, nor about Wilhelm for that matter—a man thrice her size. She was barely constraining her temper, and the look in her eyes reminded him of a cornered wolf—wary and desperate, quite prepared to bite the hand feeding her.
He also had a very strong sense that, despite her weariness, she didn’t wish to stop for the evening, and he recalled how nervous she’d been about staying on the King’s Road, in perfect view of fellow travelers.
Perhaps she knew something about the man who was following them?
Perhaps she was running from a husband, or a father?
Whatever the case, the more time he spent with Sister Rosalynde, the more certain he was that she wasn’t who she claimed to be. He’d known many women in service to God, and for what it was worth, she didn’t appear to him to be any sort of candidate for the veil.
He gave her a patient smile as he adjusted the kindling and gave it another click of his fire-steel, annoyed that he hadn’t been able to find more suitable wood. “If you must return, I would happily escort you.”
“Nay,” she said, peevishly. And then, with a tilt of her head, she asked, “Did no one ever teach you that ladies must have privacy? We do not brandish our… swords… in public, as men are wont to do.”
Giles choked on his laughter.
It wasn’t immediately clear which sword she’d intended as her meaning. But, either way, it was clearly a rebuke.
God help her sisters at Neasham—and then, a thought occurred to him: Perhaps, with her five gold marks, she’d intended to bribe her way into the nunnery. Only now that her money was gone, she would have one hell of a time convincing the prioress to take on another mouth to feed—particularly one so colorful as hers.
Nevertheless, she clearly prized her scripture. She hadn’t let that bloody book out of her sight since the moment he’d laid eyes upon her.
And regardless, with that impudent lift of her chin, she would be wasted in a priory. She was spirited, strong and bright. And while, in truth, her face might not be so exquisite as his intended’s, the more he looked at her… the more he recognized a certain quality that spoke to his heart.
There was an inner light that shone from Sister Rosalynde’s eyes. Even with her odd face and penchant for the veil, he would prefer this woman any day over Seren Pendragon.
But Seren Pendragon was the least of his concerns, and so, too, should be this mouthy nun. He had more urgent matters to settle… not the least of which was the disenfranchising of a king and his idiot son. The Count of Mortain was swiftly becoming a scourge to England. He was dangerous, petty and reckless, and if he continued, unmanaged, he would plunge the entire nation into hell itself. What was more, Morwen Pendragon would be the fallen angel who would usher them in. And this was not puffery, nor a disgruntled lord speaking… nor a man who’d lost his kindred to an idiot’s rampage.
If any other man had done half what Eustace had purportedly done, undermining what little of his father’s good will remained, he would have been drawn and quartered. Instead, the mouthy bugger beat his hairless chest even as he laid waste to England, taxing loyal lords, until even those who’d willingly supported his father now begged to see Duke Henry reclaim England’s throne—and so he would.
So he would.
In the meantime, Giles wanted naught more than to take his new title—and his lovely betrothed—and shove them both up Stephen’s arse. Beautiful as the lady might be, her mother would stop at naught to see her will done. And Giles knew as well as Wilhelm that it was by her counsel that Eustace had burned Warkworth to the ground. Still, even knowing this, he’d stood in Stephen’s hall, watching those complicit fools twitter like birds into each other’s ears, and it was all he could do not to unsheathe his sword, there and then, and climb the stairs to the dais to claim their heads.
Alas, he could not so easily have wiped the smug smile off Morwen Pendragon’s face without sacrificing his own life and Wilhelm’s as well.
Or, for that matter, putting everything at risk.
But now he had another axe to bear for Wilhelm’s sake. After everything his brother had endured, he had been forced to stand by Giles’s side and watch as they’d awarded him an earldom—inexplicably—whilst neither their father nor Roger ever achieved the honor—and, no less, in the presence of Morwen Pendragon. Giles would like to gut them all, if only for pouring fuel over the fire of Wilhelm’s rage. His once good-natured bother was no longer the gladsome fool. The Wilhelm he’d known was dead… perished the night of the fire. He was now pettish and brooding, and as tiresome as it was becoming, Giles was determined to endure it with patience. He only wished he could tell the bloody fool that vengeance was forthcoming. But, all in good time, for the Church itself had an investment in Stephen’s ruin.
“My lord?”
Giles couldn’t say he’d forgotten she was there—not precisely—though he’d made it a point not to look at her again. More and more, he was growing ambivalent to her presence, inexplicably drawn to the lady even though she was not at all his type. And even if she were—Good Christ, she was a nun, a woman of the cloth. It was quite unsettling to feel his cock stir in her presence—and more so over the petting of her stupid book.
“Are we truly to kindle a fire?”
There was disapproval in her tone, and perhaps a bit of ire. Giles clicked the fire-steel a few more times, annoyed that the wood was so green and wet. “Aye,” he said. “I am.” And he cast her a brief glance, fighting anew his desire to stare. That face… every time he looked at her, he felt as though he had tippled too many ales.
“My lord… ’tis daylight yet. Shouldn’t we press on?”
Something in her tone gave him pause, and he turned to look at her, considering…
ROSALYNDE HAD CAUGHT a brief glimpse of herself in the perfectly polished rain guard of his sword. Her true countenance was returning, but he didn’t allow her any time to retrieve her philter, much less see to her spell.
He stared now with narrowed black eyes, his dark gaze probing, and she felt his regard as surely as she felt the change coming over her.
Already, her face felt woolly, and the sensation seemed to be spreading. Moreover, the splotches on her hands appeared to be shifting. Rubbing them vigorously, she hoped to delay the change by sheer will alone.
Breathe, she commanded herself.
Breathe, Rose.
With every second that passed, she grew more acutely aware of the needle and philter in her hem and her immense desire to retrieve them.
“We’ve pushed the horses enough for one day,” he said finally, returning his attention to his kindling—arranging it too meticulously, if you asked Rose.
Sweet fates, had he noticed something awry?
Nay, Rose, nay! Calm yourself.
All is well, she reassured. Only think…
Morwen didn’t appear to have to recast her glamour daily, therefore it mustn’t be necessary—unless… there was something Morwen was adding to her philter… something Rosalynde and her sisters had overlooked.
Impressions of Darkwood assaulted her, and she shuddered to think what added ingredient her mother might have included. Forcing those memories out of her head, she watched as Giles struck his fire-steel to the damp wood—over and over again, until the sound of it grated on her nerves.
He frowned then, and rose to search for more kindling, and meanwhile Rose tried to calm herself.
Truly, there could be no true change. The glamour wasn’t even real. It was only a chimera, a spirit mask, a suggestion from the Goddess to deceive mortal eyes. Insofar as she knew, only blood magik could ever truly alter flesh—ergo perhaps the one who’d cast the glamour could always see beyond the countenance it revealed to others? Surely, if her face had changed so much, he would be demanding answers—and regardless, she was still wearing her wimple and veil.
And yet, even if her glamour was still working, there was another problem she hadn’t foreseen: How was she going toward the camp tonight? It simply wouldn’t be possible to do so with these men as her witnesses.
Nay, she couldn’t stay here, waiting to be discovered. She had to go. Now. Before it was too late. She had a terrible, terrible sense of impending doom… like a storm cloud descending.
“Well,” she said, when Giles returned. “I was desperately hoping to arrive at Neasham soon.”
He turned to look at her again, then averted his eyes. Sweet Goddess every time he tore his gaze away, she expelled a breath she’d not realized she’d held. “And you will,” he said. “But not tonight. Even with strong coursers, we’re a week or more away.”
One week!
Rosalynde answered him with silence, though perhaps he could feel her disappointment hanging in the air, for he asked, without turning, “Art expected, Sister?”
“Nay, oh, nay…” She slid a hand beneath her veil to touch her burning cheek. “Not precisely.”
Already, everything was becoming impossible, and she was growing weary of the lies. For all she knew, this was how her mother’s malevolence had begun, with small lies at first, then big lies, until her entire life became a frightening deception.
She lifted her hand from her cheek to her forehead, pressing it firmly across her very warm face, dismayed and confused, hoping the gesture might still the tempest in her head.
Goddess please…
Here she was, seated atop a stump, like a bloody toad on a pad, waiting to be devoured by… what? What sort of beast gobbled toads? It didn’t matter, and regardless, Rosalynde was quite certain the poor toad would have been seated as she was right now… feeling this crippling sense of doom, only too bewildered to move. After all, this was something all mortals shared in common—a keen sense of intuition, and a strong desire to deny it. She was beside herself with worry now, her thoughts spinning nightmarish yarns.
And this man… would he run screaming if he learned who and what she was?
Rosalynde cast a worried glance at her dubious savior. He was still kneeling by his unwilling fire, and so much as she didn’t wish him to succeed, the clicking of his fire-steel was grating on her delicate nerves.
Finally, when she grew tired of watching and listening to him spark the fire-steel to the damp wood without success, she narrowed her gaze over the pile of tinder and summoned the essence of fire.
Unseen ribbons gathered the sun’s waning light, focusing its heat into a small point of light.
Rosalynde’s dewine eyes could see what he could not see—the twisting and turning of the aether as
her flame leapt to life, even before he could strike his fire-steel to the tinder one more time.
He froze, staring at his stack of wood with what appeared to be a mixture of surprise and confusion and Rosalynde regretted her impetuousness at once.
“How resourceful you are,” she said, wincing, because at the instant, she was becoming her own worst enemy.
She was only tired, she reassured herself, but huffed a sigh, without realizing how dramatic she sounded—until Giles turned to look at her again.
“Is something troubling you, Sister?”
“Oh, nay… I am but missing my sisters.” Thankfully, this was no lie. She missed her sisters more than words could say, particularly Arwyn. Her twin understood her better than anyone, and though they couldn’t be more different, Arwyn was everything she was not, and she was everything Arwyn was not. Together they were whole.
“Your sisters… at Neasham?”
“Aye,” said Rose, quickly, and Giles gave her another glance, though his gaze didn’t linger.
“I rather had the impression you’d yet to join your sisters at Neasham, and that you were bringing your life’s fortune.”
“Well, so I was.”
He turned to assess her, again with narrowed eyes. “So, then, what is it you were doing in London?”
For the sake of her soul, Rose attempted to compromise one last lie, pretending a calm she couldn’t possibly feel. “I was there to retrieve my inheritance.”
“But then you lost it… to your guide?”
She gave him a disapproving glance—not so different from what she’d imagine a mother might do to a wayward son. “Nay, my lord. So difficult as it might be for men to imagine, gold and silver are the least of my earthly treasures.” He narrowed his gaze on her book and Rosalynde picked it up and put it in her lap. “It belonged… to my grandmamau,” she said.
He considered her another moment before he asked, “Do I detect a bit of Welsh in your accent?”
Rosalynde forced a smile. “You have a good ear, my lord. My mother was Welsh, my father… English. He’s dead now.”
“And your mother?”
“Dead, as well.” Or, she might as well be. In so many ways Elspeth had been more of a mother to her and her sisters than Morwen ever was. Morwen simply couldn’t be bothered with anyone who didn’t serve her immediate needs. Left to their own devices, she and her four sisters had been forced to look after one another.
Of course, it was one thing to be born a legitimate heir to the crown, another to be a king’s bastard. She supposed she should be thankful that they’d been allowed to wander the palace, until such time as they were no longer welcome… Once she and Arwyn turned six—the year their father died—she and her sisters were roused from their beds in the middle of the night and ferreted away to Llanthony in Wales, to be hidden away like embarrassments—or at least that’s the way it seemed to Rosalynde.
Morwen always claimed that it was for their own good and she’d only meant to keep them safe from harm, but she’d spoken those words with the tenor of a lie. In retrospect, she’d only pretended to fear Stephen’s wrath, and she’d claimed that he’d meant to dispose of Henry’s children—illegitimate or nay—but from where Rosalynde stood now, that never appeared to be the case. Rather, it seemed to Rosalynde that the only thing Morwen was ever afraid of was that her five little brats would get in her way. She was despicable, and her years of neglect had left Rosalynde with an emptiness in her heart that might never be assuaged.
It was no wonder she was looking to Giles for… what?
Now that his fire was burning stronger, he surprised her by coming over and sitting beside her.
“It looks to be quite old. May I?” He lifted a hand as though to request Rosalynde’s book, and then, when she didn’t hand it over at once, he told her, “As I’ve said, I spent quite a few years in the seminary.”
“It is old,” she said. But still, she pressed the tome closer to her breast, protecting it, even though she didn’t believe he could see what she saw. Regardless, she daren’t allow him to have it. It was far, far too precious, and she didn’t wish to let it out of her hands—not even for an instant. So long as she lived, no man nor woman would ever pry it out of her hands—and that was beginning to be the dilemma. The longer she remained in this… this… place, undefended and unprotected, the more probable it was that someone would do precisely that.
Her mother.
Morwen Pendragon.
A fallen daughter of Avalon.
His hand remained turned between them, beseeching…
“I beg pardon, my lord… I would prefer not.”
He gave her an odd glance, his hand lingering only an instant longer. Thankfully, Wilhelm saved her from denying him again. Returning with their supper in hand, he grinned broadly as he held up two fair-sized conies.
“Hungry?” he asked.
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Sleep was not possible.
Outside the door could be heard an occasional shuffling of feet—guards, probably, but little good ever came from wandering the halls by night. Only two nights ago, a woman had been murdered, her body left to be discovered by the palace guards. And yet, as dangerous as Westminster’s halls might be, by first light, with Mordecai still at large, both Seren and Arwyn were contemplating escape.
It was impossible to say what could be keeping Morwen.
Day by day, the king was growing over suspicious, believing everyone was out to subvert him, particularly now that the Archbishop of Canterbury had steadfastly refused to confirm his heir, leaving his succession in question and reinforcing the illegitimacy of his reign. Rumors abounded that he had sent agents into his court to ferret out spies. Some were whispering lies to fill their purses. But, whatever the case—whatever had detained Morwen, there could be no doubt that when she returned, she would peel the skin from their bodies to attain what information she required. Both girls had recognized the look in her eyes as she’d walked out the door. It promised the worst of her hud du.
Neither Seren nor Arwyn were experienced dewines, and until that night at Darkwood, neither had truly understood what depravity could be wrought by magik of any sort, nor why good folks should fear them. But that night, they’d learned. And it soon became apparent that their mother was not to be bargained with. She reveled in their tears.
Resolved now—for what better chance would they have?— the girls moved swiftly through the chamber, gathering all the supplies they could carry. Every loose piece of silver and gold Morwen possessed—everything that was not locked away—they shoved into sacks. Then, they turned to more perishable items—anything they could find to sustain them.
With a bit of good fortune, they might find themselves reunited with Elspeth or Rhiannon.
Finally, when they were ready to walk out the door, Seren’s gaze fell upon the scrying stone that had once belonged to their grandmamau.
It was too large to take in its current form. It would be impossible to travel with… and yet.
Rosalynde had the Book of Secrets, and here sat Merlin’s Crystal. To leave it with Morwen was folly, because their mother would only use it to vanquish them—and more importantly, she would use it to find Rosalynde.
Seren herself had never witnessed its use, but they knew it was precious and powerful, and in its current state, their mother could easily use it to ferret them out.
Gently, Seren lifted up the scrying stone. The instant she touched it, the interior began to shift, the stone swirling and billowing through the marbled depths like a storm made of crystal. Helpless to do aught but watch, their eyes became affixed to the images forming…
Passed down through the ages, the scrying stone was powerful, indeed. As the story went, even as the Witch Goddess Cerridwen had been sucked into the depths of her watery prison, her screams had formed bubbles that drifted to the surface. The instant her breath returned to the aether, it solidified into crystals, the largest being the crystal Seren held in her hands—Merlin’s Jewel. In the stone’s opaque, vaguely shimmering depths, she saw lithe figures arising from mist… a man … kneeling… and… Rosalynde, seated on a stump in her nun’s habit. Her glamour was gone, and she was watching some man kindle his fire.
Arwyn gasped, sounding dismayed. “She has revealed herself,” she said.
Seren tilted her head to continue watching. “Not necessarily… the crystal would naturally reveal her to us; it would never be fooled by her glamour.”
“What should we do?”
The sun was rising, sending tendrils of soft pink in through their windows. Soon the palace would wake, with a great swell of breath, like a stone beast arising from slumber.
And soon… Morwen was bound to return.
Some part of Seren longed to ask the crystal where she might be, but both she and her sister were still beguiled by the images the crystal had revealed to them—Rosalynde… in the company of… was he her champion?
And then Seren looked closer… recognizing the man. “Sweet, merciful Goddess!”
“What is it, Seren?”
Seren’s hand flew to her lips in wonder. “That, my dearest Arwyn, is Giles de Vere.”
Arwyn’s entire face screwed with confusion. “Your betrothed?”
“So it seems.”
The sisters lifted their gazes to peer into one another’s eyes, blinking in surprise. Why would Seren’s betrothed be Rosalynde’s champion? Could it be that he was acting in her mother’s behalf? What were they doing together?
“Will she be alright?”
Seren’s brows drew together and she shook her head, but she said, “He did not strike me as an evil man, but who can say, Arwyn. The Goddess works in mysterious ways.”
“What should we do?”
“I don’t know.”
“Should we warn Rose?”
Seren inhaled a fortifying breath, though she still could not wrest her gaze away from the crystal. “Nay,” she said. “We daren’t risk it… not now. Instead, we must pray he was sent to aid her.”
The sounds of people stirring resounded from the hall, doors opening, whispers filtering in under the crack beneath their door. “If we mean to, we must go now,” urged Arwyn, peering nervously at the door.
At last, Seren lifted her gaze from the crystal. “What about the scrying stone?”
“We cannot leave it.”
But it was too big to carry afoot. Morwen had a special leather pouch that hung over her pommel, but they would have no horse to carry it, and even now, it felt inordinately heavy in Seren’s hands, because within its hallowed depths, it bore all the possibilities of the aether—all things to come, all things past, and all things that lingered in twilight.
For a long, long moment, the sisters stared at one another, their gazes shifting back and forth, one to another, and each to Merlin’s Jewel, where Rosalynde and her dubious champion remained visible.
Giles de Vere had abandoned the woodpile, and moved to sit beside their sister, and Arwyn said softly, “Do it, Seren. The Goddess will forgive you.”
Ancient and irreplaceable, there was no other scrying stone of its worth in the entire World. There were certainly others with less power, but this was the only crystal born of the breath of the dragon. Like the Book of Secrets, it was priceless. “Do it,” Arwyn said, urging her.
Seren, gave her sister a nod of accord, and with one last glance at the door—lest Morwen enter and surprise them—and an inhale of breath for courage, she lifted her arms high and brought them crashing down, releasing the ancient stone to the floor. It shattered at their feet, exploding into a thousand shards, its vague sea-green glow at once diminished, like a flame extinguished.
At once, both girls bent to grab a small piece—if only for posterity—and then, shoving the pieces of Merlin’s Jewel into their rucksacks, they left what remained on the floor, rushing to the door.



Chapter
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It was only as she inhaled her supper that Rosalynde realized how very famished she was and how long she’d gone without supping—not since yesterday morn, long hours before leaving London. Goddess forgive her, but never had she enjoyed the consumption of cooked flesh with such abandon. She had relished every small bite, including the charred skin. Consequently, as her mouth was moving without any true purpose of speaking, she learned a number of things.
First, the power of mind over body was fascinating. She had been too preoccupied to allow herself to feel any hunger, and now that she had essentially acknowledged it, she was like a wild beast, snarling over her food, and eating with all the eagerness of a London beggar.
Secondly, Wilhelm of Warkworth was conflicted. She recognized his love and his concern, even as she acknowledged his anger. It was there in his eyes and his voice when he spoke to his lord brother. Whether it was because of Lady Ayleth, or some other grievance, she hadn’t any clue, but it wasn’t really her concern.
Thirdly, the man didn’t seem know what to do with her, though he was perfectly content to ignore her. Unlike his brother—who couldn’t seem to keep his eyes off her—every once in a while, he peered out of the corner of one eye and then swiftly away when she met his gaze.
And fourthly, like a child looking for validation, Wilhelm talked a lot, rambling on and on about everything, from the difficulty of catching cony, to the idiosyncrasies of a good war horse, to the dissembling of Stephen. Rose wondered if Giles realized that a simple thank you from him might actually tame his brother’s prattling. And nevertheless, since it wasn’t forthcoming, Wilhelm carried on. And on. And on…
Now, he took it upon himself to name every known infraction Stephen ever made—everything from the breaking of his oaths to her father, to the handling of the kingswoods.
But, of course, neither of these men had any inkling they were speaking about Rosalynde’s father, and she hadn’t any inclination to tell them. She sat quietly, watching, listening.
“You were not there, Giles. I distinctly heard him say—with his own mouth—he would overturn Henry’s forest laws,” Wilhelm talked through greasy fingers, as he gnawed at his bone, spitting out slivers. “Still he has not. Twelve years of lies and more lies.”
The differences between these two brothers couldn’t be more distinctly evident by the manner of their supping. Wilhelm, dark and brooding, tore after his meal with more zeal than Rosalynde had, much to her chagrin because it wasn’t very attractive to watch. But at least she had the veil to hide her greasy teeth and lips. Giles, on the other hand, purposely sliced his meat from the bone, placing the neat slices into a growing pile. “I have no issue with the kingswoods,” Giles said. “As it stands, there’s hardly any boar left anywhere. At least Henry’s Forest Law protects them.”
Wilhelm argued, “There’s boar in Pickering and Inglewood.”
“For now, and yet the instant he overturns that charter, every man and his brother will hunt them. They’ll be gone before you know it.”
Wilhelm harrumphed. “And you think that man honors Henry’s Law because he cares about boar? Nay, brother. He maintains those kingswoods because he covets them for himself.”
Giles offered his brother a lift of his brow. “There’s much I do not respect about our king, but I warrant he hasn’t time for hunting, Will. Gossip doesn’t behoove you.”
Wilhelm growled, tossing away his bone, sliding Rosalynde a prickled glance. Meanwhile, Giles leaned back against the stump Rose had been seated upon earlier, staring contemplatively into the fire, and every now and again he looked at Rose, studying her as though she were a suspicious roll of knucklebones.
Only now that she had a bit of food in her belly and she could think more clearly, she realized that, whilst she continued wearing the veil, the worst case might be that her eye color would change, and Giles might note it. Else-wise, much of her face remained hidden, and if either of these men suspected something, there was hardly any chance they would rip the veil from her face to reveal her.
And nevertheless, she could not abide the smell of the veil now that she had cony grease all over it, and if the itchy fabric wasn’t annoying enough, the foul odor made her long to rip it off and toss it away.
Truly, now that she was away from London, there was no reason to keep the glamour or the veil, save that these two arguing brothers had already seen her face, and how would she explain it? She had but needed the glamour to escape London without being recognized. Here on the road, it was enough to be wearing the habit.
She tried her best to ignore Giles, eating quietly, listening intently, and therein also discovered precisely where they were—not in any of the kingswoods, so it seemed, even despite their heated discussion over the subject.
Long past Darkwood, Giles had directed them to some small woodlot south of Whittlewood and Salcey, where only small quarry survived, which was indubitably the reason the woods seemed so quiet. Sadly, it couldn’t even be called a forest. Unlike Darkwood, with its thick cluster of trees, the woods were thin and sparse. There was hardly any place for hart or boar to roam or hide—nor for that matter, any place for anyone to hide, which, in essence, was the deciding factor in Rosalynde’s decision to leave—the sooner the better.
So much as she appreciated these brothers grim and their sweet, lovely horses—and so much as she’d like to believe the Goddess had sent them to aid her—she had no choice.
Rhiannon once told her that following the will of the Goddess should be easy. It was only difficult if you were attempting to force your own will over the will of the Mother. So, if, at some point, all of life seemed to be conspiring, it was time to reexamine one’s decisions.
Therefore, so much as she had hoped Giles could be her very own champion, it mustn’t be so. It was too difficult to be in his company; and there were many, many reasons to leave, only a few to stay. And truly, considering that she hadn’t actually anticipated finding herself a champion at all, there was only one true reason to stay: the mare.
On the other hand, when she considered all the many reasons to flee, they were a multitude.
Most significantly, there was the matter of the warding spell—without it, she would never sleep at night. And, when it came right down to it, two surly brothers with shiny swords were hardly any defense against her mother, and, anyway, both men were far too immersed in their own squabbles to have any sense for impending danger.
Moreover, even if Rosalynde could manage to find a good warding spell to be used without a proper pentacle, she was afraid they would be shocked to see her cast it, despite that they could no longer witness the effects it wrought upon the aether—startlingly beautiful formations, not unlike fae dust, or tiny, winking stars.
Sadly, most folks could no longer see the things a dewine saw, nor hear the voice of the Goddess. But to a dewine’s eyes, all things were made of stars—even this… strange appeal betwixt her and Giles. Rose felt it like an annoying tug at her heart and a crackle in the air, and it was hardly as comforting as she’d imagined it should be. It filled her with incredible angst, and she had more than enough of that already with worries over Morwen.
So, then, whilst Wilhelm continued to complain about Stephen’s reluctance to overturn her father’s Forest Law, despite his promise to do so, Rosalynde planned her escape…
If she could manage to slip into those puny woods, perhaps these contenders would be too busy thinking up ways to best each other and too replete to bother coming after her—at least for a while. As exhausted as she was—and, sweet Goddess she was—she knew they must be all the more so, because at least she had managed to sleep last night and a little while in the saddle.
And anyway, neither of these brothers should care about a silly nun. Quite to the contrary, they should be pleased to be rid of her—and, no matter, Rosalynde didn’t believe they should trouble themselves with a search when they had days and days left to travel on their own account. Warkworth, she’d learned, lay far, far to the north—nearly as far as Aldergh. It was a week yet to Neasham, or so Giles had said, but that was by horse, and she would be afoot. Neasham was south of Aldergh—perhaps only halfway—and yet, so much as Rosalynde loathed to add another week or more to her travels, if she managed to hide herself well enough, even from these contentious brothers, she’d arrive at Neasham, long, long after they’d departed. Then, she could entreat upon the sisters to sell her a horse—and so what if they should happen to mention a silly nun from their travels. She would have more than enough of the philter remaining to cast one final glamour—one that would mask her dress as well as her face. They would see her as a luckless traveler and she would tell them that she had been robbed. If they wondered why she still had money to purchase a horse after being burgled, she would explain that she’d hidden the gold marks in the hem of her gown—and in fact, she could show them, and once she was gone, that would be the last of her lies.
As for the dream about Rhiannon… perhaps, after all, she wasn’t alone. Perhaps Rhi would guide her, and she must trust her sister above all.
“You’ve been gone a long time, Giles. Not everything is as it was. And nevertheless, I’d not steer you wrongly.”
Wilhelm’s tone was resentful, and yet, Giles didn’t answer, despite that Rosalynde sensed there was a pointed message in his brother’s statement. Perhaps he’d fallen asleep? If she hadn’t so much on her mind, Wilhelm’s rambling would have had the same numbing effect on her.
At last, she decided that the time had arrived—now before she lost her nerve.
If she hurried, she could still find a good place to conceal herself before the sun set.
Scooping up her Book, she got up, belly roiling, though not over the meal she’d so ravenously consumed.
Without a word, she took the grimoire and bounded away, abandoning the cloak. She didn’t want them to suspect, and she didn’t need the cloak anyway. She’d only taken it because Arwyn had given it to her and it would be easy enough to cast another warming spell once she was safely away.



Chapter
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Alas, nothing ever happened quite as one expected. It was Wilhelm, not Giles, who sprang to his feet to follow. “Sister!” he called out, and Rosalynde winced, pretending not to hear him. He shouted a little louder, and she feared he might wake his brother. “Sister, wait!”
Goddess please!
Was she never going to be away?
Realizing that she couldn’t possibly outrun the man, she halted, turning to face the lout, pasting a serene smile on her face, and raising the Book to hide her quickened breath. “What may I do for you, Wilhelm?”
Cheeks flushing, the big man cast a nervous glance toward their camp, where his brother remained seated by the fire, still sleeping, judging by his repose.
“I beg pardon if I have offended,” he said, and Rose softened at the pleading quality of his voice.
“How can I help you?”
“I should like to confess my sins,” he said, his face twisting with what appeared to be regret—or perhaps it was only indigestion. Rosalynde couldn’t tell. She had a grumble in her belly herself.
“My lord, I am no priest,” she protested.
He smiled awkwardly. “And I am no lord—baseborn,” he said sheepishly, and then he stood, scratching his head, then gesturing to her book. “In truth, I wouldst simply pray… if you might. ’Tis been an age since I have done so, and I am not certain God will listen.”
“God always listens,” she reassured him.
Smiling gratefully, he nevertheless glanced back toward their camp, then swept out a hand, gesturing nervously. “Shall we walk apart?”
With a sigh, Rosalynde peered back at Giles, feeling her opportunity slipping away. Even now, the sun was lowering.
“Please, Sister,” he begged, and put a hand beneath her elbow to lead her away from Giles, deeper into the woods. “You see… I fear I’ve dishonored my father by dishonoring my brother…”
Rosalynde felt like a lamb being led to her slaughter and she sorely hoped his God would be listening, because she hadn’t any notion how to help this man. She was very glad her grimace remained hidden behind her veil. Her sister Elspeth had been far more dutiful at her prayers. More than not, Rosalynde had spent her days at the priory dreaming of new adventures, and if, in truth, she knew the hours of prayer, it was only so she could better plan when she could escape into the woods to forage. “Alas, I love a lady my brother was promised to…”
Rosalynde’s brow furrowed, curiosity getting the best of her. “Lady Ayleth?” she asked, and that same prickle of envy reared unexpectedly.
Wilhelm lifted a bushy black brow. “Perchance you knew her?”
Rose shook her head. “Nay, I but guessed. I heard you speaking of the lady on the road and I wondered who she was. So she and Giles must have been betrothed?”
“Never,” he said. “Though I am quite certain it disappointed her uncle when my brother left for the seminary.” He looked even more discomforted, scratching his head, leading her farther afield. “You see, what ails me is that Ayleth loved my brother, and even now that she’s gone, I envy him her love—particularly so, because it seems to me that Giles never cared.”
Rosalynde flicked a finger across the vellum, feeling oddly defensive over Giles and his honor.
“Wilhelm, envy is a sin, love is not,” she explained, telling him what she thought the Goddess might want him to know. “But you cannot fault yourself for loving Lady Ayleth. In truth, you cannot force a heart to love where it should any more than you may force it to love where it should not. And, besides, my Lord Giles must have cared for the lady; did he not say he would give alms for her soul?”
In answer, Wilhelm peered into the treetops, mayhap supplicating for strength. “Aye, and, truly, it does soothe my soul to know he offers alms, though… I confess… it was all I could do not to weep blood tears when King Stephen offered my brother an earldom and Lady Seren Pendragon to wed.”
Her attention well and duly caught by the mention of her sister, Rosalynde turned to face him.
Wilhelm’s eyes were narrowed. She could see the fury burning in them. “The lady comes to him with a generous emolument, and Stephen himself would presume to pay for the wedding. And yet, ’tis not so much that I begrudge him a bride—nor even a title, Sister, ’tis...”
“I notice Lady Seren does not travel with you,” she interrupted, wanting desperately to know more about her sister and Giles. “Did your brother not accept?”
Wilhelm looked annoyed by the change in subject. “Of course, he did, only on the condition that he return six months hence to take his vows—like some poppet.”
“I see,” said Rose, wishing vehemently that luck would have found her traveling with her sister—except that it would have meant leaving Arwyn alone, and some part of her was grateful they were still together.
And more, she didn’t wish to think of Giles and Seren together, though why that should be true, she didn’t care to explore.
And still, too bad for Seren, because Rosalynde had already determined Giles was an honorable man. Her sister would be so fortunate. Torn between sisterly pride and some burgeoning sense of envy, she longed to ask Wilhelm what his brother thought of her beautiful sister, but that was all the more reason for Rosalynde to leave—now, before Giles de Vere had the chance to undermine her good sense and will. The last thing she intended was for any man to come betwixt her and her sweet sister—as a woman must surely have come between these brothers. “Do you not love your brother?” she asked gently, laying a hand on his arm.
“I do,” said Wilhelm. “I would give my life for Giles.”
His brotherly admission made Rosalynde both happy and sad. She, too, would die to save her sisters, and this doubtless was the reason she had insisted upon taking the grimoire to Elspeth. Not only did she believe she was the most capable, but she had known in her heart that neither gentle Seren nor innocent Arwyn could ever manage such a harrowing quest.
“How did Lady Ayleth die, if you would pardon my asking?”
The warrior’s countenance darkened. “Burned alive,” he said, and his face was a sudden mask of fury. “By the Count of Mortain and his Welsh witch.”
Morwen. Sweet fates, how many more atrocities had her mother wrought in this world? Her evil was like a poison filtering through the veins of this land, destroying all it touched.
“They came in the wee hours with torches. I lost two sisters, as well as an elder brother, and my—our sire.”
“And Lady Ayleth?”
Rosalynde’s heart wrenched for the man.
Wilhelm nodded glumly, and the grief-stricken look on his face tugged at her heart. It was no wonder he was so tormented. “I should have died that night with my kinsmen,” he explained. “Alas, I was away with a message to Arundel. Imagine my shock to return and encounter my home in ruins.”
Poor man.
She closed her arm around his. “Wilhelm,” she entreated, “do you love your brother truly?”
“I do,” he vowed. “More than aught I wish to purge my heart. I suffer night terrors, Sister Rosalynde. I cannot wrest these images from my mind, neither waking, nor sleeping.”
“Oh, Wilhelm…” Rosalynde shook her head with compassion. “I… I am … so… so sorry.” Hot tears brimmed in her eyes, and she swallowed, with some difficulty. “Do not worry, my brother. God will forgive you.” She sensed this was precisely what he needed to hear. “I feel the love in your heart is greater than your ire, else you would never have sought my counsel.”
Wilhelm nodded fervently. “Still, I worry,” he persisted, his eyes dark with torment. “So much as envy is my burden, I’d not lose my brother, good Sister. I fear it more than I fear my own death. Giles is all that remains of my blood kin, and he is too arrogant and too certain of himself, despite that his blade has never shed a drop of blood. He is an innocent, learned by books and the Church, not by his blade, and in this day and age, I fear for his safety, even as I fear for my soul.”
Rosalynde’s brows lifted. “Art certain of that?” she asked, because she did not feel it could be true. She did not read auras so well as Elspeth, but Giles was no innocent. And, to be sure, neither did he strike her as an arrogant man, nor a man who took his responsibilities lightly. It was only now, as she stood conversing with Wilhelm that she suspected it might have been folly to try to escape him. She had a good sense that his honor would not allow him to leave her to the mercy of the world at large. And now that she understood… she realized that he had been far more patient with his wayward brother than even was prescribed. If either of them had hubris to be disposed of, it was Wilhelm, not Giles. Giles had treated Wilhelm with enduring patience, even as the elder man had baited him, and now she understood that Wilhelm thought his age and experience to be worthier than his brother’s. She was not fit to make such a judgement, but she knew in her heart that it took a great man to wield unyielding patience over anger, and a strong mind to understand that his brother’s temperament was not a sign of disloyalty, but rather, a tormented and confused mind.
“Only tell me what to do,” Wilhelm pleaded.
Rosalynde lifted her hand, laying it upon his whiskered cheek, advising him from her heart. “Go to your brother, Will. Tell him all you have told me. Pledge him your obeisance, as it should be… as your father no doubt would have wished.”
He shook his head adamantly, lifting a hand and pushing Rosalynde’s away. “Nay, you do not understand… I cannot turn my face and allow my brother to endanger himself, when I am the one who knows better. He is my lord, but he is my brother, and I would prostrate myself if I could, but for the sake of his life and for the sake of Warkworth, I will not!”
Rosalynde didn’t have any opportunity to disabuse him of his notions. Just then, a darkling shadow passed over their heads, like a bird of prey… circling…
She realized only belatedly that they were standing in an open glade, ripe for the plucking. Her first thought was for Morwen’s ravens, but all at once, the woodlands grew cold and dark, and she longed for her mother’s cloak—that profane coat she could scarce bear to touch, much less wear, no matter how chilled she might be.
The shadow captured Wilhelm’s attention as well, and he glanced up, his face contorting, and even as his chin tipped skyward, Rosalynde heard the sound of Rhiannon’s voice—so terrifying in its incarnation that it wasn’t possible to feel relieved. For eight long months she had longed to know if her sister lived, and if Rhi had broken her silence, it was only because there was danger.
Run! she screamed.
Only Rosalynde heard the warning, and for the briefest instant, she wasn’t certain that what she’d heard was real. Her instant of doubt was her undoing. She peered into the boughs and saw it—enormous and terrifying!
Run! Rhiannon shouted again. Run, Rose, run!
This time, Rosalynde bolted, but Wilhelm—a giant bulwark of a man, perhaps thinking himself invincible—stood fast, unsheathing his sword. The blade left its scabbard as the shadow—large as a flying horse—swooped into the glade, diving toward Rose.
She tripped as Wilhelm stepped into the Shadow’s path, but he didn’t have any chance to raise the sword. He cried out in pain and surprise as the weapon flew from his hand.
Rosalynde screamed.
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Run, Rose, run!
What happened next happened so swiftly Rosalynde could scarce anticipate it. There was no place to hide. Nowhere to run. No time to think. Her immediate concern for the grimoire, she seized the book and scrambled to her feet, searching desperately for somewhere to hide, only to realize with a sinking heart that she couldn’t leave Wilhelm.
Her heart pounding fearfully, she turned to find the Shadow Beast had pinned him to the ground, its black wings pummeling. The creature cast back an enormous deformed head, opening its bloody beak, to give a terrifying shriek, and then returned to pecking at Wilhelm’s head, as he thrashed the air before him. Inexplicably, though the beast drew blood, Wilhelm’s fists could not find purchase, and in the end, he screamed piteously, lifting both hands to defend his face.
Rosalynde swallowed her fear.
Sweet, sweet Goddess. She had never witnessed anything of this sort—nor even dreamt about it in her night terrors. Neither did she remember any such beast from the drawings in the Book of Secrets—its ebony form pulsing, the edges of its body indistinct and billowy, like smoke. It was impossible to say what shape it held, because, like a murder of crows soaring altogether, its form swelled and ebbed, changing and reforming—first in the shape of a monstrous raven, then a man, then a serpent, curling around Wilhelm’s body and choking his breath, so he could no longer scream.
Rosalynde stood frozen, uncertain what to do. But she couldn’t do nothing, and she couldn’t leave an innocent man to die only because he’d tried to protect her.
Water.
Desperate to help, she held out a trembling palm. Never taking her eyes off the twisting beast, she filled her palm with water, and, dropping the grimoire, she closed her other hand about her palm, forming a small lump of ice. She hurled it, hoping if naught else to get the beast’s attention, but to Rosalynde’s horror, it passed through the Shadow Beast, smacking Wilhelm on the temple and the thrashing warrior went frighteningly still.
So did the beast.
Its head spun unnaturally, its giant beady eyes fixing on Rosalynde. Slowly, deliberately, it released its prey, uncoiling itself from around Wilhelm’s body, and with another ungodly screech, it flew at Rose.
Rose screamed, and to her horror, it was only belatedly that she remembered it wasn’t her the monster wanted. It was the grimoire, and rather than pursue her when she had already abandoned the Book, it fell upon the sacred volume,
eddying about the Book of Secrets, like a tempest, lifting the tome from the ground with a long-speared tail.
Finding her courage where only seconds ago she’d been as shivery as the Beast itself, she turned, and dove after the book—the only solid form in the midst of the shadow. Locking her arms about the book, she held on for dear life.
She was vaguely aware that Wilhelm revived. With a ferocious growl, he reclaimed his sword, pouncing after them, the look on his face as fierce as a bear. Shouting obscenities, he swung wildly at the Shadow, narrowly missing Rosalynde’s shoulder, as the gleaming blade slid through the creature without purchase.
It was going to take her grimoire! There was naught she could do to stop it. Sweet fates—Mother Goddess!
Trying to shake her free, the beast whipped Rosalynde about like a sheet in the wind, howling as it raged, lifting both Rosalynde and the grimoire skyward, with scarcely any effort. It was only then she spied the necklace it wore, dangling like a carrot—a shining bauble bound to a chain, with a glowing crystal. Fear urged her not to release the grimoire, but something else, a voice ageless as time, compelled her else-wise.
Let go, Rose.
Seize the reliquary.
Nay. If she did so, she would lose the book forever—if she released it, the beast would fly away. She would fail. She would fail. The book would be gone. Morwen would win.
No, no, no, no…
Wilhelm continued to swing his sword, snarling furiously as the sword missed time and again. Tiring of his efforts, the Beast’s viper-like tail cut through the air, catching Wilhelm beneath the knees and spilling him again to the bracken.
Sweet, sweet fates. Rosalynde felt the book slipping now, and she curled her fingers more tightly around the vellum, whispering rites to hold it fast.
Let go.
Nay, she thought… nay… nay… but so often intuition was a gift from the Goddess—a gift too many failed to heed.
Let go.
Now.
Crying out, Rosalynde dragged herself up and swung closer to the bauble, dropping the book as her fingers caught the cold metal.
Bind it, Rose.
The reliquary and chain cut into her palm, searing her flesh as the Shadow Beast squealed in triumph, catching the grimoire with its mutating tail, curling around the book.
Now, bind the Beast.
Rosalynde didn’t know binding words—and nevertheless, even as she lamented the fact, strange words sprang to her lips.
I call the fifth to me!
Goddess hear my plea!
Of smoke and mist you might be born.
Here I bind you now in mortal form.
Right before her eyes, the Shadow Beast began to coalesce into a more solid form—into the shape of a man, still with enormous black wings. Once more, Wilhelm rushed forward to pierce the creature with his sword, but he ventured no closer than the breadth of the creature’s wings. Its leathery appendages smacked him away, as easily as though he were no more than a flea.
Landing more than twenty feet away, his look dazed, Wilhelm sat, staring in horror as the creature put talons into Rosalynde’s waist, clutching her so brutally that she thought it must have broken her flesh. She cried out in pain and terror, and it was then Giles appeared, tearing through the woods atop his black courser, and what he did next took Rosalynde’s breath away…
As her spell solidified the beast, Giles charged them, his every move as darkly sinuous as that of the Shadow Beast’s, his movements as choreographed as a macabre dance—a dance of death. To her desperate eyes, it happened as though in slow motion. Once he cleared the boughs of low-lying trees, he rose up on the back of his courser, unsheathing a shimmering golden blade and wielding it so expertly it appeared to be an extension of his being—and he, an extension of the horse.
That sword—it glowed unlike anything Rosalynde had ever seen before. Her eyes transfixed on the haloed metal, even as the creature cut its talons deeper into her flesh.
She shouted the binding words again…
I call the fifth to me!
Goddess hear my plea!
Of smoke and mist you might be born.
Here I bind you now in mortal form.
Crying out, the creature thrust its black talons even deeper into her middle, and Rosalynde’s eyes teared with pain. But, then, just as the Beast hoisted her up, dropping her, only to catch her again more securely, preparing to fly away, Giles leapt off his mare, spinning through the air like a whirling blade. His shining sword caught the beast at its neck, severing the head.
The Shadow Beast opened its claws, releasing Rosalynde and plummeted to the ground. She fell with a thud and a yelp of pain, and barely had time to roll out of the way before the creature came tumbling into the bracken.
Stunned, Wilhelm remained seated on his bottom, staring with his mouth open.
Rosalynde righted her dress, crawling over to seize the grimoire, and rose to her feet as Giles knelt beside the creature with his bloodstained sword still in his hand.
With trembling limbs, she ventured over to join him. But when she looked down into the Shadow Beast’s face, she gasped in horror. “It’s Mordecai!”
“What is a Mordecai?”
Rosalynde shook her head, her face pale as parchment. “Not what, but whom… he’s⁠—”
Before their eyes, the creature writhed one final time, losing its wings and mutating into the shape of a man. His youth fell away, withering his flesh until it turned to dust, and without so much as a breeze, the dust rushed into the reliquary still tangled in Rosalynde’s hand—vanishing… as though it had been sucked into the reliquary. Swallowing convulsively, she peered at the bauble in her hand… and the cuts and burn in her palm, then tossed the reliquary away, thinking at once of her sisters…
She’d had no idea such things were possible, and now, she feared she’d left Arwyn and Seren to their doom. “No,” she whispered.
“Where the hell did you learn to do that?” demanded Wilhelm, his face bloodied and scarred.
Giles turned to look at his brother, who was still seated on his rump. “In the seminary,” he said evenly, and Rose screwed her face, casting a questioning look at Wilhelm, wondering how that could possibly be true.
At this point, her wimple and veil were gone—her glamour as well, judging by the way Wilhelm was looking at her—as though she had suddenly sprouted another head.
“You knew him?” Giles asked, dismissing his brother, and turning to question Rosalynde, with one brow arched and his pupils darker than they had ever appeared before. They penetrated her to her very soul, probing her secrets and promising to reveal them.
Alas, it was past time to confess.
Come what may, she could not keep that grimoire from her mother without help—and clearly, this man had what it took to keep her safe. There was no doubt in her mind now: He was sent by the Goddess.
“Aye,” Rosalynde said, clutching her side, grimacing with pain. “I knew him.”
“And?”
She winced, more over the pain of her confession than over the pain in her middle. “Alas, I have a confession to make,” she said, looking Giles’s straight in the face. “I am neither a nun, nor am I in route to Neasham.”
He tilted her a knowing glance, his black eyes shining, his gaze betraying little surprise. “And is that all?”
She might as well confess everything. “Nay…. I was the one who stole your horse…”
Both his brows lifted now, and still he pressed her, “Something more?”
Rosalynde shook her head sheepishly, realizing the words must be said. “My mother’s name is Morwen,” she said, tears forming in her eyes, and she then buckled to her knees, the edges of her vision blackening as pain shot through her side.



Chapter
Nineteen

In a motion equally as fluid as his effort on his horse, Giles re-sheathed his sword and swept Rosalynde into his arms, leaving Wilhelm and the horse to follow. “You’re injured,” he said, in a far gentler tone than she’d expected. And yet, even as Rosalynde clung to her Book, she was terrified.
That was Mordecai—her mother’s disciple—but what in the name of the Goddess was he? A gargoyle?
Her brain still could not reconcile what she’d witnessed.
Wilhelm recovered himself far more quickly than she did, hurrying ahead, snatching a blanket from the back of his horse and shaking it out as Giles carried Rosalynde over and placed her gently atop it. He laid her down with such care that it made her throat tight.
She peered up, clutching his tunic. “Thank you,” she said, groaning in pain as he released her.
“I beg pardon, but…” His gaze fell to her waist, where her gown was soaked with her own blood, and Rosalynde blinked, glancing up again, meeting his gaze. “I would see what damage was done.”
“It doesn’t hurt,” she lied, and tried to push him away. Even now, she didn’t wish to explain. If he would just leave her be and go away, she would heal herself and be done. Already, the blood flow was ebbing. If he hadn’t already determined who Morwen was, she was beginning to doubt the wisdom in revealing herself.
He caught her by the wrist and said, “I would see it with my own eyes… with your permission and your pardon.”
Realizing he wouldn’t let it go, Rosalynde nodded dumbly, and let him push her gently back onto the blanket. He produced a knife from his boot and sliced the gown at her midriff, so he could see her wound, but still salvage some semblance of modesty.
“There’s a lot of blood,” he told her, his face crestfallen, and Rosalynde peered into his dark eyes, her own eyes filling with telltale tears as she lifted her hand instinctively to heal herself. Not understanding her intent—perhaps thinking her too modest, he once again caught her hand, holding it firmly in his own. “I don’t know how deep it is,” he said. “You shouldn’t disturb it.”
Rosalynde was afraid… though not about the wound. For the first time in her life, someone besides her sisters was looking at her… perhaps not with love, but concern, and it begged her to speak her truth. She lay exposed—literally—and trust was the only means to her salvation.
Inhaling a fortifying breath, she shook free of his hand, holding his gaze, and pleading with her eyes for him to allow her to do what she must.
Giles frowned but didn’t resist, and she peered down to inspect her wound. Now that the shock was wearing off, it was beginning to ache, but not for long. She put a hand over the torn flesh and whispered the necessary words—not out loud. It wasn’t necessary, and she would be embarrassed for him to hear her. Slowly, her flesh began to close before his eyes. They couldn’t see her magik working, but they could witness the end result—healed flesh, only stained by blood as proof of what she had endured. Except the burn on her palm remained. Healed though it might be, the scar remained dark… and she glanced down, moving her dress to find that her puncture marks were black as well.
Alas, there was no sense holding anything back now…
These men, too, had suffered by her mother’s hand, and if anything, it gave her hope of convincing them to ally with her. She had no doubt any longer that Giles was her champion—hers, not Seren’s. No one could have done what he did, and she would be dead now without his help.
Without being asked, Rosalynde proceeded to explain all that she dared to explain, beginning with the details of her glamour spell. It wasn’t much different than a lady with maquillage, she told them, only this face paint was not powder or cream, it was a mask woven of aether, a suggestion by the Goddess to give mortal eyes what she wished them to see.
She went on to explain about the grimoire, as well—how important it was to deliver the Book to Elspeth. Alas, Aldergh was the only place she knew to take it. Her sister Rhiannon was being held at Blackwood by agents of her mother’s, and she had no hope of infiltrating that stronghold without help—nor could she ultimately be certain the grimoire alone would be enough to give Rhiannon the means to overcome her captors. After all, the only place she felt certain would receive her without sending her back to Stephen was Aldergh. Malcom Scott had once been a vassal of the Usurper’s, but he was no longer. Stephen had named him an enemy to the crown.
“I know who he is,” said Giles.
Of course, he did. There seemed to be very little of her story that surprised him. But, all through the telling, Wilhelm stared at her, his dark eyes wide with horror, his shredded and blood-stained face like the Shadow Beast, contorting with every word she spoke. Only now that she had revealed herself, she was entirely at their mercy and she was too far into her explication to pretend it was aught less than it was. “I am not a witch,” she explained. “I’m a dewine.” But, when both men furrowed their brows, she relented. “Very well, I am witch. But this is not what you suppose.”
She didn’t like that word—witch—because of what it meant to others. She was a child of the Earth Mother, a Maiden pledged to the hud, but for all these men knew of the Craft of the Wise, witchery was as good as any word she might use. And nevertheless, she endeavored to explain that in their native tongue, they were known as dewines, not witches. Translated more precisely, they were enchantresses, but also healers, prophets, seers. As with any art, not everyone had the same skills, and certainly not all were dark.
“And your mother?”
“Whatever Morwen may be, her heart lies far from the principles of our tenets, which dictate we do good, harm none.” She looked warily between the brothers, trying to gauge their thoughts, but there was no help for it. Here and now, she would propose treason, and they might as well know it. She held Giles’s gaze, ignoring Wilhelm, realizing that Giles now held her future in his hands. She said, pointedly, “My mother is an enemy of the realm, so much as Stephen may not realize… so, too, is his son.”
To this, Giles merely nodded, and without a word, he stood, unsheathing the golden blade from his scabbard. He laid it down on the blanket beside her, flicking a glance at his brother. “Do you see that sword?” he asked. “Do you know what it is?”
“’Tis a sword,” said Wilhelm, confused.
Rosalynde shook her head.
“Look closer,” he bade her, and with Wilhelm peeking over her shoulder, she dared to look closer to read the inscription etched in Latin.
“Mea est ultio, et ego retribuam,” she said, and even
as she read, the golden serpents in the sword’s hilt seemed to slither and the words themselves lifted from the blue steel, doubling in size and igniting before her eyes—magik.
Vengeance Is Mine, I Shall Repay.
She blinked, recognizing the passage from her days in the priory. If your enemy be hungry, feed him; if he be thirsty, give him drink; for in so doing you will heap coals upon his head. Never avenge yourselves… but… She finished the passage aloud, with sudden revelation, “Leave it to the wrath of God,” she whispered, and Giles gave her a nod.
His brother sat utterly still, listening, and Giles finished the passage for Rosalynde, lifting a golden brow. “For it is written that, ‘Vengeance is mine, I Shall repay, saith the Lord.’”
Rosalynde peered up, into Giles’s face—into his dark knowing eyes, alight with something not entirely holy.
He gave her another short nod, realizing she understood, and then a bow. “I am and ever shall be the wrath of God on Earth, a humble servant of the Palatine Guard.”



Chapter
Twenty

Giles was a Paladin—as formidable a commission as the king’s Rex Militum, save that he served the Holy Roman Empire, not the English crown. And yet, he wasn’t a priest; he was a man, with all a man’s faults, and his body trembled at the sight of the woman peering up at him so haplessly, her expression something akin to horror.
But he knew why she was looking at him that way, and he sensed she understood precisely who—and what—he was.
Her own grandmother had been subject to the laws of the Church, and she’d suffered a heretic’s death, burned at the stake by the edict of the Empress’s first husband. As it was with the Rex Militum, the Palatine Guardsmen were executioners for the realms, and it was their company who’d been assigned to carry out justice for Morgan Pendragon. After all, it was their task to dispatch enemies of the Church, whether they be heretics… or witches. And yet, his post was a bit of a contradiction, because it was the Prophet Merlin—a Pendragon himself—who’d given them their rites of passage. It was a fact that kept them relegated to the shadows—a stain on the sanctity of the Church.
“You’re a Huntsman,” she said quietly, though it wasn’t a question.
Giles shrugged dispassionately, despite there wasn’t a single muscle in his entire body that didn’t feel tense, and there was naught apathetic about his thoughts.
“That’s perhaps one word for it,” he said.
Rosalynde blinked again, and he swallowed now as he studied her face—the same face he’d first spied when he’d encountered her sleeping… and it was that face he’d envisioned in his dreams. To look upon it now left him breathless. And, not even the fact that she was Morwen Pendragon’s daughter had any tempering effect upon his ardor. It was as though, in truth, as he stood gazing down upon this Daughter of Avalon… all meaning to his life became clear. He was meant to be here… this moment… with her, and not even his true mission in England held the same verity. Somehow, he was meant to be Rosalynde Pendragon’s champion, and she was meant… for what?
What role had she to play in her mother’s demise?
He flicked a glance at her book; understanding dawned.
Avoiding Rosalynde’s gaze, he bent to pick up his longsword and then re-sheathed it—another legacy of Merlin’s. As it must be for all the men in the Palatine Guard, the sword had been chosen specifically for him, but there remained twelve such swords, all forged from blooms of steel, and containing a special consecrated alloy that glowed faintly in the presence of evil.
This girl was not evil. The sword’s golden halo had vanished the instant he’d dispatched the Shadow Beast, and not for an instant during their travels had he felt the low thrum of the finely-honed metal at his hip.
As for Morwen Pendragon… she was another matter entirely. Morwen herself was a demon, and the Church had dispatched Giles—not only to reclaim a valuable seat in his father’s name, but to pave the way for the Empress’s son to take his rightful place on England’s throne.
Now, more than before, he understood that the Church must not confirm the Count of Mortain. Stephen must not be allowed to install his son on the throne. Morwen Pendragon must be stopped at all cost, and Eustace was no more than her poppet. If the king managed to hand the realm to his miscreant son, England would be lost.
And yet, so much as the barons had sworn their fealties to the Empress, neither was Matilda destined to be their savior. She was a woman, and so much as a woman could destroy it, no woman could unite England’s barons. It must be Duke Henry, and they must continue to weaken the king’s hold and strengthen the resolve of the Church.
Giles had but needed his dispensation to give the illusion he was Stephen’s loyal man—to keep those bastards off his lands. Even now, there were ships due to arrive at his port with men enough and supplies enough to begin reconstruction—all save for the stone he must procure, and perhaps that dilemma might be solved now by speaking to the very man whose aid Rosalynde was seeking—the lord of Aldergh. The ex-king’s man had access to a sizable quarry, and it was for that reason alone he had managed to construct and maintain such a monstrosity as Aldergh. If the earl of Wallingford could hold back a siege for a year, Aldergh could do it for three.
He realized Rosalynde was still staring at him, perhaps waiting for confirmation. “Aye,” he said.
His brother, as always, was clueless. “What is she talking about, Giles?”
He turned to Wilhelm now, gauging how much he could say without betraying his oaths, and then said in jest, “I mustn’t be so dreadful with a blade, after all.” And he gave his brother a lopsided grin.
Wilhelm tilted him a look of confusion, bemused, perhaps as he should be. More than once Giles had tried to tell him that he was not the man he believed, although if the dispatching of the Shadow Beast wasn’t proof enough, there wasn’t much more he could say—or do. And nevertheless, he could say this much: “I am sworn to protect the Holy Church from its enemies, no matter what form they take.”
Wilhelm pointed into the woods. “What was that?”
Giles shrugged, again. “That… I don’t know, brother, but this lady might enlighten us…” He returned his gaze to Rosalynde Pendragon, entreating her with a tilt of his head. “As you were saying, Lady Rosalynde… what, pray tell, is a Mordecai?”
Rosy cheeked, Rosalynde averted her gaze. “He’s my mother’s… manservant, but… I did not know…” She shook her head, and if she meant to say anything more, her words seemed disinclined to come.
Unwittingly, Giles’s attention fell upon the rip in her dress, exposing her middle to his brother’s eyes—and for the first time in his life he understood Wilhelm’s jealousy over Lady Ayleth. He didn’t wish for any man to see Rosalynde this way—not even his staid and loyal brother.
Swallowing hard, Giles walked away, returning a moment later with the cloak Rosalynde had placed in his satchel. He tossed it down beside her, and she pushed it away. “That is my mother’s,” she said. “I would not wear it lest I were dying!” And with a bit more ardor, she added, “’Tis catskin!”
Dear God. Cat fur.
Giles grimaced in disgust.
God’s truth, the more he knew of the dispossessed lady of Blackwood, the more thoroughly he disliked her.
Removing his own cloak, he handed it down to Rosalynde, pleading wordlessly for her to cover herself, and wondering what was wrong with him that he had not offered his own cloak long before now. Was he so poor in spirit that he would only respond to a lovely face?
Thoroughly displeased with himself as much as he was with the entire situation, he turned away, commanding Wilhelm to disband their camp. “We’ll be leaving at once,” he said. And then he sighed. “This time, we’ll keep to the woodlands, out of sight of those bloody birds.”
Wilhelm nodded, and, for once, without any complaint, he rushed to do Giles’s bidding.
In the meantime, Giles returned to Rosalynde, reaching out his hand. “Would you trust me with your book, Rosalynde? I will keep it safe.” And he would. Now that he understood who and what she was, he suspected he understood why she had safeguarded the tome so jealously. “I will put it in my satchel and guard it with my life.”
THE BOOK he was requesting was lying beside her. For all that he was still in possession of that weapon, he might simply have taken it, simply by bending to retrieve it. After the feats Rosalynde witnessed in that glade, she would never have challenged him… But… he was asking. Nicely. And more… there seemed to be a new accord between them… a thread of familiarity… perhaps only natural after having endured such a harrowing experience.
Nodding, she reached over and lifted up the grimoire, handing it over to him, even as her own actions confused her.
How willingly she was now proffering the one thing she’d vowed to die for.
With a nod, Giles took the book, then offered Rosalynde a hand. Alas, if she expected nothing more to come after their previous ordeal, she would have been wrong. A sudden jolt passed from his fingers as their fingers met, and yet, startled though she was, she did not pull away. Once the initial shock passed, it left her with an infusion of warmth that traveled from the tips of her fingers, to the very center of her being, right down to the tips of her toes. She curled them reflexively, because the sensation was so… so… evocative.
Bards crooned about love at first sight… of lords and ladies whose hearts burned as one… and this must be how they felt.
Somehow, she sensed that he, too, must have felt it… at least so it seemed by his blink of surprise.
Bound by destiny, to destiny bound,
Another to one, and one to another...
Dizzied by the sensation, Rose wavered on her feet, until Giles caught her and steadied her. Tears sprang to her eyes, because the feeling was so intensely powerful. And nevertheless, oblivious to what was transpiring between them, Wilhelm rushed around, dutifully picking up their belongings and putting out their fire.
Only by now there was another fire burning in Rosalynde’s heart… simmering to the very depths of her soul… its heat coloring her skin until every part of her flushed.
Freely choose, or choose to be free.
As you will it, so mote it be.
Rosalynde blinked. Quite literally, she saw stars bursting before her eyes, and even as the soft, silken voice breezed through her mind, she realized what it was… She’d heard the voice only once before in her life… back in the glade… whilst the Shadow Beast held her in its talons. It was, she realized with awe, the voice of the goddess.
If only she wished to refuse her gift—if Giles wished to—she was free to do so. All she had to do was release his hand… let go, turn away. Confused though he seemed to be as well, he held her hand firmly, and, sweet fates, even knowing that he was betrothed to her sister, Rosalynde entwined her fingers about his, holding him fast, even as she felt a strange thread weave its way through her belly. Terrified to look away now, she peered straight into his dark, soulful eyes, only begging him to confess the things he was hearing and feeling…
The essence of nature seemed to fold and unfold itself, circling around them, like ribbons of fae dust. And still, Rosalynde dared not release his hand…
And… neither did he release hers, though she realized that, though he must surely feel what she felt, he probably couldn’t hear what she heard nor see what she saw.
At long last, Rosalynde took a shuddering breath, withdrawing her hand.
“We are ready to ride at your command,” announced Wilhelm. And when he received no response, he said, “Giles?”
Giles blinked twice, then shook his head, as though shaking off his stupor, turning to address his brother, looking as confused as Rosalynde felt.
“Aye,” he said. “Let’s go.” And he turned to Rosalynde again, blinking once more.



Chapter
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Precisely as Giles had predicted, Neasham proved to be a solid week’s journey, and yet, so much as Rosalynde feared another meeting with her mother’s disciples, she secretly reveled in every passing moment she spent warmed by Giles’s embrace. Unlike that first day they’d traveled together—before her glamour spell faded—he held her jealously, and if no one spoke about what happened in the woodlot, everything between them had changed. She felt it in the way he dared to embrace her—every small gesture, like the hand he rested upon her waist, and the fingers he splayed across her belly. Sweet fates. Whenever he dared to touch her that way, she felt a stirring down so deep it stole away her breath.
She was not unlike a poppet, responding to every touch. And it was almost as though he pulled at invisible strings, not out there, in the aether, but inside her body, and every tug evoked incredible sensations, from her heart to her womb.
And now she understood what the bards meant by lovesick. It was a malady in every sense of the word. She felt fevered, achy, and all week long, her mouth remained parched. Her tongue felt too large for her mouth. And no amount of satiating her thirst made any of these symptoms go away. Moreover, her hands perspired, and she had to remember to unclench them every so oft to let them breathe. To her dismay, even despite the cold, she felt hot and bothered, and the feeling put her nerves on edge, until she felt as though she were one immense ball of emotion, unraveling into the aether, like yarn into a weaver’s loom, spinning impossible dreams... dreams that revealed the two of them as consorts… and more.
And yet, if he made her body come alive, with scarcely his breath on her nape, he seemed completely unaffected.
So much as they’d slept arm in arm on his pallet, he never once offered Rosalynde more than his warmth. Only since that moment in the woods, he’d treated her with the utmost respect, put her on and off his horse with care, bundling her beneath his cloak, and refusing to allow her out of his sight, save for those moments when he must. And even then, he remained close, sword in hand, and Rosalynde daren’t complain again, not after coming so close to death.
For his part, Wilhelm seemed confused by their sudden affinity, casting odd glances. But if he thought Rosalynde wanton for clinging so intimately to his lord brother, she couldn’t bring herself to care. Giles made her feel safe, even despite the circumstances. And whether it was because of those feats he’d performed in the glade, or merely the solicitous manner in which he cared for her, it didn’t matter. It was an unanticipated pleasure to be coddled, and the feel of his arms awakened something she’d never experienced in her life… desire... but desire for what?
Closeness? Companionship? Something more?
Confused and uncertain of her own desires, Rosalynde knew only one thing for sure: Only now that Giles was holding her so covetously did she have any sense of how famished she had been for affection. And nay, it wasn’t the same as a chaste hug from her sisters. Somehow, Giles’s arms felt so right, and if, in fact, it was wrong, she didn’t want to know. For the first time in her life, she felt—perhaps not cherished, nor loved; it was too soon for such devotion—but very intimately connected to another human being not her blood.
As similar as it was to the bond she shared with her twin, it was nevertheless as different as night and day. Certainly, she missed Arwyn, though she had never once longed to be held by her sister—not like this.
Nor did her sister’s nearness make her breath catch.
And even so, for all that she was experiencing this extraordinary awakening, the mood itself turned grim.
For the most part, little was said between the trio. They rode expediently, rested sparingly, and kept to the woodlands, taking care not to attract undue attention or take unnecessary risks.
Without further ado, Giles seemed to appreciate the import of Rosalynde’s mission, and he shared her resolve to see the grimoire to safety.
For his part, Wilhelm remained quiet and brooding, and Rosalynde had the sense that he, like her, couldn’t quite banish the image of the Shadow Beast from his head. So long as she lived, she would never forget that face… the way it had metamorphosed before her eyes… even now, the memory gave her a shiver, and she suspected that such a being was only conceivable through blood magik.
Only now, she understood the tales of those days before the fall of Avalon in a whole new light—of that boy the Witch Goddess pursued, first in the form of a greyhound, then as an otter, then a hawk, and finally, a hen. Even understanding what she did about her dewine heritage, she had always considered those tales to be fanciful versions of the truth, meant to be interpreted. But whatever Mordecai had been in that glade, it was not human, and only sacrificial magik could have produced such a creature.
Now she wondered: Perhaps in truth, the distant land of her kinsmen was swallowed by the sea… and perhaps the mists of Wales gave ingress to the Nether Realm.
At the moment, there wasn’t much she wasn’t prepared to believe—after all, Giles himself was a Paladin.
A Paladin.
A Huntsman for the Church.
A slayer of witches.
Oh, yeah, she’d heard of the inquisitions, and she’d understood there was a danger in revealing herself as a dewine, but after all, there was naught larger than life about a man with an axe. Executioners need not be huntsmen, and the employment of an entire company of highly trained assassins assigned to ferreting out and exterminating enemies to the Church had seemed… well, farfetched… until now. By the cauldron, how much her perception of the world had changed since leaving Llanthony, where her gravest concern had been to slip past Ersinius’s guards, only to win herself a moment to forage in the woods. Only now, with all that had transpired, did she truly comprehend why her sister Elspeth had been so afraid. Rosalynde was afraid now too, and the simple fact that her escorts were so silent and brooding gave her every indication they were as troubled as she was.
Giles adjusted his arms about her, and Rosalynde sighed, burrowing into the safety of his embrace, wondering again about that bonding spell…
But if she doubted the words she’d heard, she must also doubt the council she’d been given in the glade… to bind that beast with words she’d never heard spoken in all her life.
It was as though the Goddess herself provided her the rites to bind the creature into solid form. Only then could Giles have had any chance to slay it. Because no matter how many times Wilhelm had swung his sword, it never once found purchase. And if she needed proof it was not all a dream, she had the reliquary tucked away with the grimoire in Giles’s satchel. And if not, she but needed to look at Wilhelm, with his ravaged face, because even after seeing what she was capable of, he had refused to allow her to heal him, distrusting her magik, if not so much Rosalynde herself. His bloodstains were gone, but his once handsome face now bore the marks of the creature’s talons, scars that were healing slowly on their own, but as dark as her own puncture wounds remained, despite her healing magik.
Alas, Mordecai was not her mother’s only servant, only her most loyal, and, when he did not return, she would go searching for him, and if she came herself… Goddess help them.
“Do you think the creature is dead?” asked Wilhelm, perhaps sensing the dark turn of Rosalynde’s thoughts.
Instinctively, Giles pulled her close when she stiffened over the question. “Aye,” he said, and his breath was hot against the back of her neck as he whispered, “It’s gone, Rose.”
“It must be,” she said. “But…”
She couldn’t finish, even as a caveat, because it seemed too incredible. And still, she worried about the reliquary in Giles’s satchel.
Could Mordecai’s spirit have retreated into that unholy relic, waiting to be summoned again by her mother?
The feeling it had given her as she’d held it was… indescribable… like darkness and terror bound together. And then, when Wilhelm returned the trinket after she’d thrown it away, she’d had a sudden vision of her kindred—a hundred dewine souls—all cowering in the bowels of the earth, whilst outside the earthen bower… lurked an indefinable and present evil. The image made her shudder, and in response, Giles leaned close again, resting his chin on her shoulder. “Don’t think of it,” he commanded. “I will protect you.”
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Immediately after spending alms for Lady Ayleth’s soul, Wilhelm was preparing again to travel. Grateful for the donation, and perhaps feeling aggrieved for all his troubles and fresh scars, the nuns provided him a sack full of victuals and profuse thanks he endured with flushed cheeks.
Giles perhaps would have provided him the alms, but Rosalynde had stepped forward to offer her own—all five gold marks she’d sewn into the hem of her gown. It was the least she could do for the service these brothers were providing, and she had every faith Elspeth would provide for her once Giles delivered her to Aldergh.
When both men had looked at her with a question in their eyes, she’d merely shrugged. “I did tell you I had five gold marks, did I not?”
And yet, clearly, her heartfelt gesture moved Wilhelm, because a twinkle appeared in the warrior’s dark eyes. “Thank you… Lady Rosalynde,” he said. The title came diffidently to his lips for the first time since meeting her, and the bear of a man stepped forward to offer one more heartfelt embrace. Rosalynde hugged him fiercely, even as she cast a glance at his brother.
THERE WAS no way around it; Wilhelm must return to Warkworth to welcome the supply ships. As important as it was to deliver Rosalynde and her grimoire, that was Giles’s primary objective, and Wilhelm was the only man he trusted.
Rather than procure another mount, he and Rosalynde would travel together. Greedy perhaps, but he wanted her as close to him as possible, even if it slowed their pace.
She glanced at him now, and his heart squeezed.
She was afraid, he sensed. So, too, was Wilhelm. So was Giles, if the truth be known. And yet, it wouldn’t serve anyone to confess the truth. He must keep his wits about him… and what was more, he must keep his sanity. If, ever, his faith had failed him, he must find a way to renew it, because God alone could help them now.
Although his past works had more than oft crippled his faith, he saw the madness behind the Guard’s methods. Evil could not be vanquished by might alone, nor could it be won by honor and justice. Indeed, God worked in mysterious ways. And yet, he had few illusions. He was but a lone man, and it would take every means available to defeat this rising evil.
So much depended upon his duty to the Guard—and now, to Rosalynde—that his shoulders felt heavy with the burden. But now Wilhelm understood so much without having to be given explanations, and he and his brother had found a new accord. Mounted now, and ready to ride, Wilhelm sought his gaze, and Giles could see the uncertainty nestled in his dark eyes. His elder brother and self-appointed guardian would never willingly abandon his side. “Art certain, Giles?”
Giles nodded. “Now that you… know… I trust you most to see to what must be done. Rosalynde and I will continue together.” There was great meaning in the words that followed. “I need you, my brother.” And one day, when he could, he would reward his loyalty.
His brother’s face was pinched, worried, and Giles could tell that he was reluctant to go. But, for all that they’d endured and all the discord that had passed between them, Giles trusted now that he would heed his commands, down to the letter. Their relationship, too, had changed—as thoroughly as with Rosalynde—even despite that they had yet to speak of it.
Later, when they had a moment alone, once the mission was complete, he would explain everything to Wilhelm in far greater detail. And, once the evil in this land was banished, he and Rosalynde—he gazed warmly at the woman standing beside him—would tell stories of this for years to come. Somehow, though he didn’t know why he knew it, he knew it to be true. He felt a bond with her that he couldn’t explain, nor did he believe for an instant that God had put them together without purpose. And yet… his heart writhed with anguish, because he had a duty to uphold, and so much as he felt in his heart that Rosalynde was destined to be the mother of his babes, he also now understood with a clarity borne of circumstance, how important it was to strengthen his dominion in the north—not merely for the sake of vengeance, but for England.
Wilhelm’s knuckles whitened as he gripped his reins. His eyes said everything his mouth daren’t utter. “Have care, my brother,” he said.
“Worry not,” said Giles. “I am capable.”
And to that, the brothers shared the gravest of looks. “Only too well do I know it,” said Wilhelm, as he held the courser’s reins. “I have been blind, Giles. Fear blinded me to what my eyes should have understood from the moment you returned.” And simply so as not to leave words unsaid, his brother offered apologies. “I am sorry,” he said.
“Think no more of it,” Giles said with a rueful smile.
Wilhelm inclined his head; then, his lips curved ever so slightly. “Mayhap some day you will teach me some of your… tricks?”
Giles lifted his brows. “Tricks?”
Wilhelm’s lips turned into a wide, devious grin, and now, more than ever, he looked the part of a butcher, with a glint in his eyes that matched the glint of his steel, and a set to his shoulders that widened his substantial girth. His scars alone were enough to make a grown man piss himself, if only because to have survived such an ordeal, his strength was unquestionable.
“Godspeed,” offered Giles, with a nod.
“WAIT!” Rosalynde said, rushing forward when Wilhelm turned to leave. She had been silent, watching these two brothers—loving their devotion. Whatever discord had once existed between them was gone. She had no doubt they would die for one another, and perhaps they still might. “May I… give a blessing?” she dared ask.
For a long moment, Wilhelm merely looked at her, frowning, and despite his growing fondness for Rosalynde, she thought he might turn her away, just as he’d refused her healing. Clearly, he still didn’t trust her magik. But he gave her a nod, and said, “I suspect I shall need all the help I can get.”
She gave Giles a wary glance to gauge his reaction, but he, too, nodded, and Rosalynde swept forward, laying a hand on Wilhelm’s courser, silently entreating a blessing from the Goddess. “Godspeed,” she said, when she was through.
“And to you, my lady,” said Wilhelm, giving her a nod, and then another to his lord brother before bolting away.
“Do you think he will fare well alone?”
Giles stood behind her, silent for a moment as the two of them watched Wilhelm go. “My brother is as capable as any,” he said, at long last.
It was so much easier to speak her mind with her back to him. “Then perhaps you should say so… he longs for your validation.” There was more she longed to say—so much more—but her lips suddenly would not part.
He met her counsel with silence, and the feeling was intensely awkward. And then, after a moment, she started at the feel of a hand gripping her elbow. He drew her back and turned her around to look her into her eyes. “I would rest the night here,” he told her.
Rosalynde nodded.
His dark eyes held a silent message. “We have a long journey ahead, and we need rest, but… I prefer not to let you out of my sight.”
Rosalynde nodded again, understanding.
“I would explain to Mother Helewys that you are my lady wife.”
One last time, Rosalynde nodded, though her knees felt weak, and her heart beat painfully as she peered up, meeting his deep, dark eyes.
For a long, long moment, they merely stared at one another… and then, he moved closer, and lifted a hand to her cheek, then bent to press a small kiss to her forehead… then another over the bridge of her nose… and there… he allowed his lips to linger, warm and pliant against her already fevered skin.
At last, would they speak of the bonding? Was it possible that he, too, had heard the Goddess?
Rosalynde dared to hope.
After an excruciating moment, he slid a hand to her chin, lifting her face to his gaze… and he gave her one more, firm but chaste brush of his lips… upon the lips, and sweet though it might be, it held a certain promise in its tenderness.
“Can you stand by my side and give credence to my words, Rose?”
She loved the way he said her name—so intimately, and she would do anything he asked of her and more, but she realized it was one thing to stand by whilst Wilhelm offered the ladies of Neasham a handful of glittering gold, and yet another to stand before them in full view of their scrutiny, and answer as his wife.
“Of course,” she said, though she worried.
What would happen if the prioress should happen to note her stolen habit? She didn’t want to hide anymore—not with any glamour. But despite that the woolen material wasn’t very fine, the needlework was very distinct, with the sisters’ signature embroidery on the sleeves and hem. And still, Rosalynde hadn’t the heart to confess as much to Giles. She didn’t want him to know the depths of her deceptions, justified though they might be.
Her Welsh grandmother had had a saying for times like these… for times when fate lay beyond the control of mere mortals.
Beth fydd.
Whatever would be, would be.



Chapter
Twenty-Three

Rosalynde stood meekly by Giles’s side whilst he bargained with the prioress, concealing her sleeves and too-short hem beneath her borrowed cloak. Only now she wondered… what might have happened if she’d never stolen the habit?
Would Seren be wed to Giles? Would her sister have returned with him to Warkworth?
As life happened, nothing occurred without consequence—at least that’s what Rhi so oft claimed. And here was a perfect example: The nuns at Neasham were world-renowned seamstresses. They sold their services to support their work at the priory, where they hosted an almonry as well as a hospital. Even to the most discerning eye, their needlework was superior, and the Queen Consort oft commissioned their services. And, of course, whatever the Queen had one of her mother must keep twenty. Pride in excess was Morwen’s weakness, and she was not immune to vainglory. Therefore, merely so she wouldn’t feel humiliated by the poor state of her daughters’ dress, she had commissioned three new gowns, one for each. After all, it wouldn’t be seemly to allow Henry’s offspring—illegitimate though they might be—to be dressed so meanly whilst at court.
And yet, it must also be noted that not once during their years at Llanthony had Morwen ever provided them a single dress—not for twelve long years, even as they’d doubled in height and formed a woman’s curves. Rather, the sisters had fashioned their own gowns from cast-off robes. And if, indeed, they had arrived at Westminster in tatters, they had been proud enough to be wearing the fruits of their own labors. But this, of course, was neither here nor there.
Knowing Seren would be paraded before the court during her presentation to the lord of Warkworth, Morwen had commissioned a second dress for Seren. That was when Rosalynde acquired the nun’s habit. Having accompanied her sister to the fitting, she’d spied the habit folded in a chair, and when Sister Emma handed Rosalynde their finished stack of gowns, she’d very nonchalantly laid them atop the habit, and when they’d quit her chamber, Rosalynde took the habit as well. After all, it could so easily have been a mistake—or so she would have claimed if someone caught her. But no one did. Essentially, that stolen gown led to her escape, and having fled when she did, she stole the very horse of the very man her sister had been intended to wed.
And this was the ysbryd y byd her sister Rhiannon sometimes spoke of. According to Rhi, life was so much like a spider’s web, everything integrally connected. Free will was a gift, but all divergent paths led to a shared end—a boundary not unlike the verge of the spider’s web, a delicate filament to be plucked like a harp, in tune to a song inspired by the hearts of men. Only whether that song be good or bad, happy or sad, depended on the spirit of the age, the ysbryd y byd.
Now what would happen if Mother Helewys happened to note her stolen habit? Would she realize it was Sister Emma’s? Would she insist upon knowing the circumstances? Would she glean the truth and then tell Morwen?
To make matters worse, it was only then as she endeavored to hide her stolen garb that she considered the utter humiliation of arriving at Aldergh dressed in her current state—now, in truth, she was in tatters. Her poor sister would fear she’d been assaulted—and, well, so she had, but not under the circumstances Elspeth and her husband might think. But, as luck would have it, she worried for naught. Apparently, the five gold marks they’d offered for Lady Ayleth’s soul, plus whatever Giles paid for the room, was more than enough impetus for the prioress to accept his money without question. In fact, she invited them to sup in their hall, though thankfully, Giles declined, with the excuse that they’d been traveling too long, and his wife had an ague in her bones. If the prioress had any reservations at all, it was only when Giles ordered the bath. She gave Rose a narrow-eyed glance, though before she could say aught, Giles handed the woman another sterling, and off she went, happily, to do his bidding.
Perhaps she’d feared, as Rosalynde feared, that Giles meant for them to trollop together in the sanctity of her priory, but that too was a needless concern. When the bath arrived, Giles offered her a smile that put a twinkle in his dark eyes, and he left as in marched a procession of nuns, carrying a small tub, buckets, soap, towels, and the last in line held a stack of folded gowns.
“Oh, nay! There must be some mistake,” Rose said, peering out the door, but Giles was already gone.
The woman smiled serenely. “Oh, nay, Lady Rosalynde. Your husband procured them.” She glanced at the cloak Rose had pinched so jealously, perhaps wondering what lay beneath. “My lord of Warkworth informed us that you met some trouble on the road. For this we are heartily aggrieved.” The corners of the nun’s eyes crinkled. “For all your generosity, Mother Helewys has also provided her own small gift for your troubles.”
Guilt gnawed at Rosalynde’s belly.
The woman shook her head sadly. “We’ve not been able to take our wagons through Darkwood for years now.” With a tilt of her head, she thrust out the stack, insisting that Rosalynde take it. “Rife with thieves and cutthroats, and I dare not say what more.”
“Thank you,” said Rose, shamefaced. And yet it was only after the nun departed that she understood the true generosity of the gifts... There was not one, but two gowns amidst the lot. One of them rivaled the gown her sister had worn to the King’s Hall. The first layer was a gold-threaded camlet, fine as the finest silk chainse. The surcoat was a thick azure color made of a lovely corded fabric, soft as velvet. The color reminded Rosalynde of bellflowers. There was also a cloak to match in a darker shade of blue, generously trimmed with soft ermine.
Apparently, the catskin cloak was no longer amidst their belongings, and later, Giles would tell her the sisters accepted the donation graciously. But, of course, they would; it was a beautiful cloak, if only one didn’t know what it was made of.
Supper arrived after her bath, delivered by none other than Giles himself. Anticipating the moment of his arrival, Rosalynde received him dressed in one of her bright new gowns, hoping with all her heart that she’d chosen the one he preferred. After all, it would be their first night alone together and she wanted to thank him properly… and more, she wanted him to know how willingly she came to their union, even if he didn’t properly understand the gifts the Goddess had granted them.
Giles froze as he opened the door.
Whatever he had expected to encounter upon returning to the room, he hadn’t expected such a brilliant transformation. But it was more than the dress. As a matter of confession, he had been anticipating seeing her again, dressed in something more appropriate to her station, but nothing could have prepared him for the smile she bestowed upon him as he entered the room. It glowed more brightly than his sword ever could, and, in response, like an untried youth, he nearly dropped the tray he held.
Her hair was freshly washed and plaited, her skin translucent, and without the wimple, veil and filth, he could see every detail all-too clearly.
She was… breathtaking.
She was… precisely the woman he’d envisioned in his dreams. His siren…
She was… heartrendingly beautiful… her nose pert and sweet. Her lips so full and rosy. Her hair full of shimmer, catching the copper gleam of firelight. And her eyes shone with the light of an inner flame.
“You look… beautiful,” he said, averting his gaze, as he moved toward the room’s only table to set down the tray.
“You are beautiful, my lord,” she said, with a tremble in her voice, and Giles chuckled softly, very swiftly losing all his good sense. God have mercy, it was all he could do not to strip the lady bare and lay her down upon that well-made bed, peel away her chainse and replace the garment with his burning lips… alas, he would not.
No matter that they seemed to have formed some inexplicable bond, she was still a lady, whose honor must be defended… including from himself.
Particularly from himself.
Alas, he could not explain his sense of duty to her. But then, nothing about this past week was even remotely explicable. She was Morwen Pendragon’s daughter—a witch by her own admission. Giles was a Paladin, sworn to eradicate her kind from this earth.
And yet… there was naught about Rosalynde Pendragon that was evil, and even now his sword lay silent against the wall where he’d put it… which was more than he could say about his other sword.
Gods’ truth, if there was any witchery at play here, it was only this: His heart would not stop thumping in her presence and his lungs felt too constricted to breathe. His blood simmered through his veins and his cock stirred against his will.
She was nervous, he could tell. He could see that she stood trembling, like a bride on her first night, with hands joined primly together, and her alabaster cheeks the color of a rose in bloom—a rose in winter.
For all that he might be twice her age, he was nervous, too—a fact that bewildered him. What was she? Twenty perhaps? He was thirty-three, yet, through his service in the Guard, he felt twice that.
Even when he’d first laid eyes upon her beautiful sister, he hadn’t felt this way—even knowing that she was meant to lie beneath him. He had never once looked at Seren Pendragon as anything more than a Morwen spy—an agent for his ruin.
Now, in truth, if he must confess this fact—if only to himself—he hadn’t felt this confused by any woman since his first blush—not since Lady Ayleth. And even then, he never felt this… overwhelming desire to claim her for his own… to put his seed in her belly. He wanted to imagine her with his daughters at her skirts and his son suckling at her bosom…
As profane as it might seem… he wanted to suckle there himself…
And yet he was already betrothed, and this was no matter he could easily resolve—not when so many people depended upon the success of his charade.
At least for the time being, he must not embrace the way he felt. Later perhaps… but only perhaps.
And regardless, she must be famished—as famished as he was for the velvety sweetness of her skin.
“Thank you,” she said, and he struggled to recover himself, removing the twin goblets from the tray he’d brought. Taking his time, settlings his thoughts, he placed them on the table, and then picked up the flagon, intending to indulge himself until his mutinous cock could no longer stir.
At any rate, his mouth felt entirely too parched…
“WOULD YOU LIKE SOME VIN?” he asked, clearing his throat, and when Rosalynde didn’t immediately reply, he gestured toward the goblets.
“Yeah… please… thank you, my lord.”
My lord… the words sounded oddly formal in this richly adorned bower, when all week long he had been merely Giles, and they’d slept scandalously close, even sharing one blanket. And yet, in all that time, it had never once occurred to Rose to be embarrassed by their proximity—not even with her ruined gown. It wasn’t in her nature to be self-conscious. Only now, she felt painfully shy for the first time in her life, and she averted her gaze, examining the room.
Unlike the rest of the nunnery, the guest rooms were well fitted, if modestly so, with soft linens and sapphire blue curtains hanging from irons above a small, high window.
It wasn’t particularly a surprise, for despite that these nuns created such beautiful fabrics and gowns, Sister Emma herself had worn the simplest of dresses. The priory was the same—humble for the women who dwelt here, but snug and fit for their guests.
It was late now; the sun was already setting. Its rays impaled the leaded glass—not so fine as the waldglas at Llanthony, and yet beautiful anyway, separating the sun’s hues over the white-sheeted bed—violet, blue, red, green, gold.
Beside the simple canopy, a small brazier burned very low, but still hot enough to warm the room. Alas, to Rosalynde’s dismay, it seemed that all its warmth crept into her cheeks.
Freshly scrubbed from her bath, she felt naked, exposed, even despite the lovely gown she wore. There was no wimple to hide the red of her hair, no veil to hide the trembling of her lips—nor, for that matter, any glamour spell to hide her true face. She was precisely who—and what—she was, and if she must be judged by her looks alone, she would never, ever measure up to her sister.
And still, she dared to hope… if only because of the look Giles gave her as he came through the door… as though she must be the most beautiful maiden in all the realm. He was still gazing at her that way…
His gaze never left her as he poured the vin in both their goblets, and then he set the flagon down again, and once he was through, he lifted one goblet for Rosalynde to take. He gave her a heart-tripping smile, as he said, in jest, “To our continued ability to breathe.”
“I suppose ’tis one way to put it,” Rosalynde said, laughing softly, taking the goblet.
“And how else would you put it, Sister Rosalynde?”
Sister Rosalynde.
Her gaze shot up, only to realize he must be teasing her—for the first time ever, and now that he dared to her cheeks grew warmer still. Embarrassed, because she had ever meant to deceive him, Rosalynde lifted her glass, returning his smile. “Alas,” she protested. “I haven’t a gift for words, my lord.”
He lifted a golden brow, his lips curving ever-so slyly. “To my knowledge, Lady Rosalynde, you’ve never had a loss for any words,” he said, and her face burned hotter, until she felt the flush ignite her bosom. “And nevertheless,” he said. “Never fear, as it seems to me you have more than your share of gifts already—not the least of which is your smile.”
Rosalynde’s heart tripped wildly.
Very shyly, she lifted her goblet to her lips, grateful for the sweet elixir to calm her nerves—and Goddess please, she planned to drink a lot tonight, if only so she could forget that she meant to lie with her sister’s intended.
And no matter… she knew in her heart that Seren would be the first to sanction this union. Seren was not capable of envy, and neither could she possibly have any affection for Giles de Vere—not like Rose did. After all, how could anyone endure such trials and not be bonded?
Unbidden, the Goddess’s words came back to tease her, and she flushed hotly, because if those words were not imagined… if, in truth, they were to be believed… they must already be wed in the eyes of the Goddess… and still… not once had Giles dared to acknowledge what had happened.
Rose understood that he must not have experienced them. Such things were not meant for the ears of common men—and yet, he was hardly, in the true sense of the word… common.
Whatever the case, she had no compunction about what she was about to do—none at all. She had been taught to revel in all that made her a woman. Her ancestors had been pagans, who, instead of being ashamed of the act of procreation, had been taught that the creation of life was the greatest gift to be bestowed upon the world, and if she could thank Giles, she would thank him with her body and her soul.
Only what she felt for him was more than gratitude. She felt something deeper. She felt… love, for what was love after all, but a higher form of magik, born of faith, trust and devotion?
When all was said and done, it wasn’t just that Giles was the first man she’d ever known so intimately. It wasn’t merely that he was also the most beautiful man she’d ever known. Nor was it only that she’d spent so many hours reveling in the warmth of his embrace. And nay, it wasn’t because he’d saved her life. She liked him, truly. She liked everything about him. She liked the way he ate. She loved his smile. She loved the way he walked and talked. She loved the quiet strength and power he wielded so easily. She loved the patience he showed his brother, and most of all, she loved the way he made her feel…
He gestured toward the table, and Rosalynde’s knees buckled as she moved closer to discover that he’d brought her a bit of mutton, cheese and bread. In truth, she wasn’t very hungry, but she knew she must try—else the vin would go straight to her head, and she wanted desperately that tonight should be divine…
“Forgive me,” he said. “I ate. All save the vin is for you.”
Rose’s hand fluttered to her breast. “For me?”
She was overcome with emotion. It wasn’t enough that he would buy her gowns and then deign to serve her, but not even at Westminster had she dined so finely. Not for one minute was her mother ever concerned about how her daughters filled their bellies, much less what they ate. And so much as they had been surrounded by opulence at the palace, they would have preferred Llanthony with their crude dirt floors. At least then they could have eaten from their garden. But this—she swept her hand reverently over the laden tray. It was too much to eat alone, and what was worse, as famished as she should have been, she had inexplicably lost her appetite. There was a fluttering in her belly, like a hundred thousand angels flittering all at once.
Retrieving her hand, she put it about her cup, bringing the goblet slowly to her lips. “I shall eat later,” she promised with a smile, as he watched her, all the while twirling his own cup in his hand.
What should she do now?
Rosalynde turned to regard the bed, wondering what should come next… the room was so warm now that she could easily undress… and rush into the bed.
“How is your wound?” he asked.
“Healed,” she reassured him. “But… I do have scars.” And her blush returned as she considered that she must now reveal all her imperfections.
And yet—she furrowed her brow—she was quite puzzled, because, truly, she had never known a healing spell not to remove wound marks as well. She now had eight hideous black pocks that were clearly visible, even after a week—not unlike the darkening scars that Wilhelm now wore on his face.
“And this surprises you?”
Rosalynde nodded. “Perhaps,” she confessed, but then… she didn’t know what else to say.
Now should she undress and get into the bed?
What must he think of her compared to her sister?
Behind her, Giles sank into one of the chairs. And then he sat for such an excruciatingly long while, facing the bed. In fact, he waited so long to speak that, outside, full darkness descended, bathing the room in shadows. On the bed, the rainbow prism vanished, and still, he sipped quietly at his vin…
What if, after all, he didn’t want her? What if, in truth, Rose imagined everything? What if the bond she felt was nothing more than a heartfelt wish?
Feeling compelled to, she now returned to the table, forcing herself to pick up a piece of the bread, taking a nibble. “’Tis good,” she said, and thanked him again, acutely aware that his eyes never left her, until, at long last, he broached the subject they’d been so studiously avoiding all week long, and she felt a terrible prick of dread.
“You must know, Rose… I am betrothed to your sister?”
“I-I do, my lord.” Rosalynde’s heart thudded to a halt.
A deeper silence fell between them… a silence that brought the sizzling inside the brazier to a roar, and Rosalynde forced herself to take another bite of the bread, making herself chew.
“As God is my witness, I do not care about the title, and yet… if I do not honor my contract with Stephen, I stand to lose Warkworth.”
Rosalynde’s throat constricted. The bread inside her mouth turned to paste, and her heart squeezed painfully.
Somehow, she had not considered him in this, but… yeah, of course. He stood to lose everything… and why did she think he was only here to serve the will of Goddess?
“I made a bargain,” he said. “My fealty to Stephen for the chance to rebuild… and… to seal our deal, I accepted your sister’s hand. Our wedding is to be six months hence.”
“I wouldst…” Rosalynde shook her head, setting the rest of the bread down, losing what little appetite she had mustered. She lifted her hand to her mouth, perhaps to keep herself from retching, and with much, much effort, she managed to swallow what she had in her mouth, then, she lifted her goblet, along with the flagon, pouring from its contents until her goblet was full to the brim. “I… I do… not… wish to see you lose Warkworth… my lord.” She set the flagon down, very quietly.
“If it were only me…”
Rosalynde would have lifted a hand if she could, but both of them were strangling her goblet. “You need not explain,” she said, tipping the goblet to her lips, draining the contents. “So, then… you would still wed my sister, Seren?”
“That… is the plan,” he said, and Rose’s eyes filled with hot tears she daren’t shed. With shaking hands, she poured another goblet full and then once again tipped it to her lips, gulping until she was no longer in danger of weeping. “My sister… Seren is wonderful,” she said, swallowing her grief. “You will love her.”
He said naught to that, and until that instant, Rosalynde hadn’t ever dared begrudge her sisters aught. Only now that she knew Giles… now that they had shared so much together… the very thought of Seren wedding him seemed a sore, sore lack of grace on the part of the Goddess.
Something like anger ignited in her breast, for how could she provide Rosalynde a champion, only to wrest him away and return him to her beautiful sister?
It wasn’t fair.
“You mustn’t worry, Rose. I gave you my word to see you safely to Aldergh, and this I’ll do. As luck would have it, whilst I’m there, I have business to address with your sister’s husband.”
Rosalynde nodded once, wanting to ask what business a dutiful earl could have with a traitor to the crown, but her tongue was too thick to speak. Swallowing her grief, she turned away, refusing to meet his gaze. “I… I am not hungry, after all,” she said as she moved toward the bed, suddenly, feeling more enervated than she had even on the day she’d faced Mordecai.
Goddess help her, for all that she’d felt a sense of purpose in regard to the grimoire, it suddenly seemed a terrible, terrible waste—not for the rest of the realm perhaps, but, for her. Without Giles, it felt as though her world had already ended. But how could that be so? “Thank you… so much… for all you’ve done, my lord. If you would pardon me now, I should desperately like to sleep.”
“I understand,” he said, watching her tear down the bedding. “Don’t worry, my lady,” he said formally. “I intended to sleep in this chair.”
Rose’s brows slanted sadly. “Of course,” she said, and crawled into the bed, pulling the covers high over her head, not caring that she might wrinkle her fabulous new gown. She didn’t want Giles to see her tear-stricken face, and she wished so much that she still had her wimple and veil.
Yeah, she was angry, embarrassed, disappointed. Sad. And all these things shouldn’t have mattered, because, after all, he was still helping her with the one thing she most needed… getting the grimoire to Elspeth.
Everything else was all but fantasy.
It didn’t matter, she told herself.
Nothing mattered.
She didn’t need him.
And yet, she did.
Giles tossed down another gulp of the vin, and sweet as the taste might be, it was bitter on his tongue.
Rosalynde’s emotions were honest and without guile. He could tell that he had hurt her, and it sorely aggrieved him.
They had been inseparable since the ordeal in the glade, but he was losing his resolve, as swiftly as he was losing his religion. Rosalynde Pendragon was not for him, and he mustn’t confuse the mission he’d embarked upon. His sword belonged to the Church, even if his heart now belonged to a beauteous witch… a witch, in truth.
And that, too, was a cross to be borne… because he no more intended to kill the lady, than he meant to bed her. Instead, he would be her advocate to the Church. He would make certain they understood she was not her mother.
For the longest time, he sat, watching the poor girl sleep, feeling more exhausted and confused than he had in all his years. More than aught, he wanted to go to her, comfort her, make love to her… make her his own.
But… he’d had plenty of time to reconsider his folly, and simply because he’d dreamt of her face didn’t mean he was meant to have her. The dream could simply have been God’s way of letting him know that her plight was not to be ignored.
Or, it could be a warning, because in his dream, she had been a water nymph—a beautiful siren from the depths of the sea, who’d lured him into darkness, and perhaps to hell itself.
In truth, if he forsook his oath to Stephen, he would put in danger all the Church had planned.
And, more… in his selfishness, he would betray both his brothers, his father, and his sisters, and most of all, England.
He could not risk it. How then would he face Wilhelm if he returned to Warkworth with Rosalynde Pendragon by his side and it cost them everything?
Nay. He could not take her. So much as his heart longed to and his body yearned to… he simply could not.
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The room was a prison, and yet, it was not.
The window might have bars, and the door might be locked, but the brazier burned hot and strong, and the woodpile was tall—taller than any they’d ever had at Llanthony.
What was more, there was no longer any need to hide what she was… She was a dewine, a child of the Earth Mother, a student of the hud. There was freedom to be had in that, even as her body remained imprisoned.
Outside, the moon rose high, bathing her in its silvery light. It was long, long past the Golden Hour, but she was strong now—strong enough not to need the time between times to fortify her magik.
Rising from the bed—a finely curtained bed, thick with feathers, not straw to fatten the mattress—Rhiannon walked across the room, lifting up a good-sized log, then carried it back to the brazier, pushing it into the iron belly.
With a sigh, she reached into her pocket, and took out the herbs she’d separated, tossing them gingerly into the fire, giving them a moment to burn. Finally, once she was ready, she spoke the words.
Blazing fires as you dance,
Give me now a fleeting glance.
A puff of smoke lifted from the brazier, the scent like burnt honey. The wisps and curls took shape, forming, forming… forming…
She didn’t need the fire, or words anymore, but she reveled in the rites her people had performed for ages.
Still, her face fell, and her brows slanted at what was revealed to her, and her heart wrenched so painfully that she thought she might howl at the moon.
Goddess please… it was the most impossible decision for any sister to make—to choose one to lose.
Encourage one to a given path, and it sent the other to her doom.
Few things in life were only coincidences. No happenstance occurred without consequence.
If only people understood that there was a price to be paid for every thought that formed and every decision made, they might tremble in their boots.
Her lips trembled as she fought her desire to weep… how utterly impossible a decision… help one, lose two. Help two, lose one. And if it could be possible to sacrifice herself, she would do so without hesitation… but this would not change the fates. Even without a scrying stone, even without mindspeaking, she knew where Seren and Arwyn were. She understood the decision Rosalynde must make, and she knew what it would cost.
And yet… no matter how many times she twisted and turned the aether, there was only one true path that would return their mother to the place whence she’d come.
Goddess save them, she knew the truth; it was more terrifying than anyone could imagine: Morwen was not her grandmamau’s child—not any longer. In her greed for power and glory, she had brought forth a demon from the Nether Realm—a soul that should not have found its way back to the dominion of men. She was not Morwen, daughter of Morgan Pendragon. She was not a child of Taliesin… she was the witch who’d sought the prophet’s doom. She was Cerridwen, destroyer of realms, called back to this world by a blood magik so hideous that by its very act, the veil between worlds had rent but long enough for Cerridwen to escape, and after thousands and thousands of years trapped in her black prison, she would stop at naught to see vengeance done.
For a long, long moment, Rhiannon dared to grieve for the little girl who’d once been her mother… the child who’d lamented her faults… the young lady who’d envied her mother’s affection for her elder brother, the last warlock of their age. Emrys Pendragon had been his mother’s pride and joy—even as Cerridwen had loved her own son, Morfran. Except, Emrys was not cursed as Morfran had been cursed. He was blessed, as the sisters were blessed, by the blood of Taliesin. Emrys Pendragon, not Morwen, was the regnant priest of their age, and Rhiannon knew it… because… Emrys was her father. Murdered by her mother… even as Morwen had murdered Rhiannon’s twin in her own womb.
She’d poisoned him.
Rage burned hot as the embers in her brazier, and she swore that one day she would avenge them all, even as she must avenge the sister who must now die by her own judgment…
Grief twisted her heart, curdling in her belly, and she didn’t care who heard her cry. She wanted to curl into a ball, and somehow cease to exist, but that was not the way of a regnant priestess.
Heartsore, she returned to the bed, and sat upon it another long while, burdened by the weight of her duty. The bed creaked beneath her, and she heard the shuffle of feet outside her prison door.
He was there… again… but she didn’t care.
And neither did she care if her mother overheard her. If she hesitated, the moment will have passed.
It must be tonight, else he would harden his heart, and so, too, would Rosalynde, and if their union was not consummated, the consequences would not be theirs alone.
Rosalynde, she called through the aether. Sister hear me. And she closed her eyes, easily infiltrating Rosalynde’s thoughts as her sister lay weeping… her eyes red-rimmed and sore. “Stop,” she whispered softly. “Dry your eyes, my dear.” And then she hardened her voice. “We are not born to weep for our sins, we are here to honor the Goddess with our gifts. You have a duty to fulfill.”
“Rhiannon?”
“Aye, ’tis me, Rose, but there’s no time to explain. Bind him to you. You know how. The Goddess has ordained it. Seren will understand. Trust your heart to do what is right… as you have always done.”
Silence.
One tear slid from her amber eyes, trickling onto the richly adorned bed as she repeated the words of the Goddess.
Bound by destiny, to destiny bound,
Another to one, and one to another...
Outside her door, she heard a man’s rueful laughter. Then she heard a slam of his fist against the stone wall, and his footfalls fell away.
Let him go… in the end, the Goddess’s will must be done… even in regard to him.

ROSALYNDE HAD BEEN HALF ASLEEP, dozing fitfully, her eyes swollen with tears, but she awoke with a start.
Bound by destiny, to destiny bound,
Another to one, and one to another...
Those were precisely the words she’d heard the glade, and her sister betimes knew things. As a child Rosalynde had learned to trust Rhiannon, even when Elspeth had constrained them.
Inhaling a breath for courage, she shoved the blanket off her head to find the night was late and the moon was high, silver light washing into the room.
For all that he mustn’t be comfortable, Giles was nevertheless sleeping, because she heard his smooth, even breathing. She did not let that dissuade her, rising from the bed, her feet instinctively taking her where she needed to go… without having sensed she’d moved them.
Bind him to you. You know how.
Aye, she did know, because she was a woman, and it was a knowledge all women carried in their heart of hearts.
The goblet lay empty in his hand. The flagon, she sensed, was empty as well. Perhaps emboldened by the elixir herself, she stared at the man her heart was coming to know and love…
She wanted more than simply to do her duty to the Goddess. She wanted to give him babes. She wanted to feel them quicken in her womb and know she’d conceived them in love.
And yet, for the longest time, she could not move, only stare…
In slumber his swarthy face was no less beautiful. In the shadows, his blond hair was dark about the jaw, but the firelight made it glisten… like stars.
If he awoke now, would he see her lithe body illumined by the fire, even through her gown? Would he note her nipples straining against the chainse, only longing for lips to suckle? Would he tremble over the desire he would spy in her eyes?
Before she could stop herself, she lifted the delicate chainse he’d bought, and pulled it gently over her head, tossing it on the floor, next to his sword and scabbard. One by one, she shed her inhibitions even as she shed her garments, allowing herself to be vulnerable and exposed. And, then, when she was ready, she bent with trembling hands to pry the goblet from his fingers. He opened his eyes as she placed it on the table, and the sound it made was like the clink of a coin…
Giles blinked away the sleep from his eyes, afraid he must be dreaming… But, nay… there she was, naked and unashamed, standing before him with nary a stitch of clothes—and God help him, he was only a man, a man with no will left at all.
“If, in truth, I must lose you to my sister,” she said softly, tears shining in her eyes. “I will have you once, to keep the memory in my heart.” He watched a tear slip from her eye and roll down her cheek, off her chin, onto her hardened nipple, glistening like molten silver. The sight of it nearly unmanned him where he sat, and despite the vin, his cock hardened, aching for the touch of her hand.
She was a siren, leading him to his doom, and he did not care right now. Every nerve in his body lit, and his gaze fixed on the eight small wounds she’d received in the glade, revealed now by the light of the moon… His heart twisted, and his lips longed to ease them… But, alas, he could not blame it on the vin when he lifted his hands to her waist, holding her fast, pulling himself forward to lay his burning mouth upon her scars, kissing them each in turn, lapping them one by one with his tongue, as though he might somehow erase the burdens from her flesh.
She shivered, but not with fear, he realized, as he peered up into her beautiful violet eyes. The desire he saw there was his undoing and he shuddered as he felt his own wetness, a small bead of his seed soak into the cloth of his breeches.
“Rosalynde,” he said thickly. “You cannot know what it is you are asking.”
She nodded but once, firmly, and said, “I do, my lord.”
And still, though he ached with desire, he slid a hand to her belly, soft as silk, pushing her back. “You need not thank me for my services, Rosalynde. And yet… if you test me, I am sure to disappoint you.”
She reached down, putting a trembling hand over his, both their hands now quaking—only hers with trepidation. Only his with desire, and all his body shook with it, even as the blood rushed to his cock, filling it so thickly that it throbbed.
“Rosalynde,” he said again, one last protest, and she answered by guiding his hand lower, into the velvety mons between her thighs.
It was all Giles could do not to spill his seed where he sat. Swallowing with difficulty, he rose from the chair, undressing, never taking his eyes off Rosalynde, letting her know… if she didn’t want him—want this—she’d best say so now. But she said naught, and off came his sherte, then his breeches. He hurled them both aside with a ferocity that startled even him, and then he stood before her as naked and unashamed as she… fully revealed by the light of a full moon.
When still she said nothing, only gasped very softly, he smiled darkly and slid an arm about her waist, pulling her close, letting her feel the unyielding hardness of his body, and all his pent-up desire.
Rosalynde’s breath caught at the feel of him—his manhood, thick and insistent against her thighs, teasing her, even of its own accord. And, for the longest moment, he stood, allowing her to feel him, as though willing her to deny him. But, she would not…
Bound by destiny, to destiny bound,
Another to one, and one to another...
And still… she didn’t know what to do. She was a virgin still. Only when she thought her heart would rend in two, he bent to press a kiss upon the bridge her nose… then another on her mouth, opening his mouth as though he meant to devour her, and then sliding out his tongue to brush against her trembling mouth. She opened her lips to him—like a flower opening to the warmth of the sun—and moaned softly as his tongue slipped inside, tasting her so intimately that she thought she might die. She pushed him away, if only to say, “I shall never take another lover.”
“I cannot ask that of you,” he said, pulling away, but Rose clung to him, not allowing it. She slid her arms about him, holding him close, letting him feel the hardness of her own nipples against his flesh, even as he’d teased her with his own flesh.
“It does not matter,” she said. “I will love you always. And tonight, at least… I am yours.”
He growled then, and said naught more, lifting her up and carrying Rosalynde to the bed…



Chapter
Twenty-Five
ALDERGH CASTLE, FEBRUARY 1149

There were flurries in the air, white, plump, and dancing with all the promise of winter. And nevertheless, peppered in snow though she might be, Rosalynde wasn’t cold, nor had she any need for warming spells or layers of clothes whilst Giles held her so jealously. Even so, she shivered, excited to see her sister, Elspeth.
Looming before her, like a patchwork dragon on its haunches, Aldergh was a monstrosity. From end to end, it must be at least ten-thousand meters long, and evidently, it was built in stages, judging by the multicolored stone and the varied design. Behind it, she could spy the dusky rose foothills of the Pennines, dusted in a fresh layer of snow.
“Art cold?” Giles asked, though he didn’t wait for an answer. He shifted his cloak, so it covered more of Rosalynde than it did of him. And she smiled gratefully, her heart thumping madly.
“I am not cold,” she said. “But I am… excited. And perhaps… relieved.” For weeks now they had been preparing for the worst, fearfully watching over their shoulders. Mercifully, Morwen never arrived, and Giles’s strange serpentine sword remained silent by his side. For three long weeks they’d traveled under cloak, armed with daggers, and now… here they were… at long last.
By now, Wilhelm, too, must have reached his destination and perhaps he was already preparing defenses, but there was no way to know for sure.
Rhiannon, too, remained quiet since that night at Neasham, and Rosalynde dared not entreat her. Somehow, her sister’s magik was powerful enough to reach across the aether, but hers was not, and she daren’t tempt Morwen.
“Soon now,” Giles promised, and it was a promise he could easily keep, because they were here now, and neither snow, hail, nor Morwen Pendragon could stop them.
Giles halted for a moment, so they could admire the fortress—the soaring corner towers and the thick curtain wall, expansive enough to protect an entire village. And yet, though it was immense and quite impressive, it couldn’t be considered beautiful, with the mishmash of stone and design. But it was a bulwark, to be sure—a deterrence to men who would defy its lord, and, if it could be safe anywhere, the grimoire would be safe here.
And nevertheless, as big as the castel was, it was impossible to imagine her sister had somehow managed to cast a protection spell around its perimeter to shield her people. Once again Rose wished she had been there to witness it—and moreover, she wished she could have seen her mother’s face as she’d watched from afar. Even now, Morwen was lamenting the loss of her birds, and it would take years and years and years to replace them.
“Someday, I shall see Warkworth inviolable,” Giles told her, squeezing her gently, and Rosalynde smiled, because someday, she, too, hoped to see his beloved home. No matter how small, or how grand, she would love it, because it belonged to Giles de Vere.
Up on the ramparts, men scurried between machicolations, the silver in their armor winking defiantly against the midday sun. Rosalynde sat in awe whilst snowflakes tickled her nose and settled like cold dust in her hair.
“Ready?” he asked
“Aye,” she said, nodding, as she gripped the small pommel with white-knuckled fists and Giles set a heel to the courser’s hind. As they approached, a single horn-blast trumpeted across the field and her heart pummeled against her ribs.
A warning? A greeting?
Alas, they had no pennant to show, but Giles neither quickened his pace, nor did he slow. He held the trot, until they sat waiting before the castel gates, and then he called to the gatekeeper.
“Who goes there?” asked the man.
“Giles of Warkworth,” he said. “I come bearing the Lady Rosalynde Pendragon to see her sister, the lady of Aldergh.”
Silence met his declaration, and after a moment of consideration, the gatekeeper asked, “Can you prove it, lord? We have orders to admit no one.”
“Call your lord,” Giles demand. “I would speak to him.”
“Nay,” said the man. “I will not.”
“Will not or cannot?” asked Giles.
The man remained silent, appraising Giles and Rosalynde with suspicious eyes.
Without a word, Giles swept the cloak off Rosalynde’s shoulders, impatiently showing the man his sigil—a lion sejant holding in his dexter-paw an axe, and in the sinister, a tilting-spear.
The man replied, “These are lawless days, lord. I hear Warkworth lies in ruins—its lord murdered. Could be you took the cloak from his dead body.”
Up on the ramparts, the sound of men nocking their bows reached their ears, and Rosalynde peered up to see that there were fifty men or more, ready to loose arrows.
“Have you more proof, lord? If not, I am compelled to keep my lord’s command. As you have probably surmised, the safety of my lady is my burden.”
“I am Giles de Vere,” he countered, prepared to argue his case. “Earl of Warkworth⁠—”
“Wait,” Rosalynde bade him. She lifted a hand to Giles and then her head to the guardsman and smiled.
She heard the frown in his voice as Giles whispered in her ear. “My dear, as beauteous as your smile may be, I cannot think it will persuade the man. He sounds like a dungeon master I knew.”
“Just you wait,” she advised.
Mindspeaking was not something she did so well with anyone but her sisters, but she had no doubt Elspeth could hear her now that she was in proximity. Despite the lord of Warkworth’s acceptance of her dewinity, she was careful not to overburden him. So, of course, she didn’t tell him what she was doing, and for a long, long moment, there was no answer—none at all. And suddenly, when Rose feared they might be turned away after all, she heard a voice shouting behind the gates and a smile broke on her face from ear to ear. Elspeth. No matter how long since she’d last heard her eldest sister’s voice, Rosalynde would always recognize it. It was the voice of the one person in this world who’d sung to her as a babe… who’d scrubbed her ears and brushed her hair.
“Open the gates!” Elspeth demanded. “Open the gates!” And, without argument, the heavy portcullis began to rise, straining against its ancient chains.
Rosalynde turned to Giles. “See what you can do with a little kindness, my lord?”
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Twenty-Six

Never in her life could Rosalynde have guessed that halloos could be as heart-rending as good-byes, but now she knew, as she stood clutching her eldest sister, her throat tight and hot tears burning her eyes.
It had been far too long—ten long, long months to be precise, and in the meantime, so much had transpired.
Elspeth, too, seemed overcome—the moisture pooling in her eyes dampening the crook of Rosalynde’s neck.
Forsooth, she had somehow forgotten how diminutive Elspeth was, and lest she be mistaken, there was a bit more flesh on her bones as well. She squeezed her sister desperately. And then, finally, after the two had stood so long that their audience began to look about awkwardly, they wrenched themselves apart, to look into one another’s red-rimmed eyes. “I cannot believe ’tis you,” exclaimed Elspeth, her violet-blue eyes twinkling with joy.
Rosalynde swallowed a lump that rose in her throat. “Yeah, ’tis me,” she said, overjoyed. “And wedlock has clearly been good to you, Elspeth.”
Elspeth’s lips curled into a secret grin. “Aye, well, as to that… I have something to show you.” And she took Rosalynde by the hand, pulling her toward the donjon, abandoning everyone else in the yard.
Rosalynde went, only because Giles tipped her a nod when she turned to seek his gaze. He stood, smiling as he tugged off his gauntlets, encouraging Rosalynde to go. Her very last glimpse of the man who’d risked so much to escort her to safety was of him standing, with his cloak turned over his arm, beneath a swirl of snow and surrounded by Aldergh’s men at arms. She wanted desperately to stop Elspeth and go back, but her sister was insistent—and far stronger than she remembered.
Inside the castel, Aldergh was not so elaborate in design as Westminster Palace, and in so many ways, not so fine as Llanthony’s chapel, but the northern stronghold was sturdy and well fitted. There were tapestries hanging on most of the walls, and fresh rushes on the floors, the rooms clean as a bone after Willhelm got through with one. In this place, there appeared to be nothing her sister was lacking—not even a proper cauldron as she discovered in the lady’s solar. Snuggled in a great hearth there, the pot sat very prominently displayed, with an ever-ready fire burning beneath its belly. And this, she assumed, must be the thing her sister wanted to show her—but nay, they had no sooner laid eyes upon the cauldron, when Elspeth dragged her back out of the room, whisking her through the halls.
There were stone and bronze effigies throughout, many in nooks, and a brazier burning in every room. Servants bustled to and fro, carrying on the household chores, but it was Elspeth who commanded them, with her heavy ring of chatelaine’s keys dangling at her belt.
“I can’t wait to show you my garden,” she said, gushing. “Sadly, there isn’t much in it right now, for all the snow.”
“I can’t wait to see it,” said Rosalynde, feeling bewildered, because her sister was the same as she’d always been, but so very different. The Elspeth she had lived with in Llanthony had not been so much a wilting flower, but she had not been so confident either. How could she be? She had lived her entire life afeared for the consequences of her actions—and not only for her own sake.
Here, she called out commands as she passed. “Please make certain the guest quarters are tended,” she told one servant as they passed, and the lady nodded and rushed away to do her bidding.
She passed another and said. “Ellyn, please go see that the kitchen has been apprised of our guests.”
“Yeah, m’lady!” said the young woman, and she too, flew away in a rush.
“That is Cora’s daughter,” Elspeth explained, scarcely aware that her every word was met with reverence. In such short time, her sister had created for herself a haven.
“Cora?”
Elspeth smiled. “The steward’s wife. She is my housekeeper and my dearest friend. I do not know what I would do without her. Alas, we’ve only just returned, and the house has been in disarray for months in our absence. We spent the winter in Chreagach Mhor, you see.” She cast a glance over her shoulder to be sure Rosalynde was listening.
“Chreagach Mhor?”
“Scotia—near the foothills, where my lord was born.”
Rosalynde could scarce take her eyes off the rich, colorful tapestries placed high on the walls, depicting terrible battles. Some of the figures wore a Scot’s manner of dress, others wore armor. Still others were depictions of swarthy strangers from faraway lands.
Elspeth smiled, noting the direction of her gaze. “Lovely, to be sure, but, alas, they serve more than to please the eye. This part of the castel was built during the Roman days, much like Blackwood. The walls are not always so sound as they should be to weather the winters. If you listen closely—particularly in my solar—you can hear the howl of the wind through stone and mortar.”
“Not so much unlike our cottage at Llanthony, eh? Sometimes I miss those days,” said Rosalynde, sadly. “As poor as we were, life was simpler then.”
And even as pleased as she was for her sister’s good fortune, tears pricked at her eyes, and she planted her heels to recover her emotions. Elspeth spun to face her, her sweet blue eyes full of concern. It took Rosalynde a long moment to find her voice. “As you must know, I am not come for pleasure.”
“Of course, I suspected,” Elspeth said, and with a sigh, she took Rosalynde’s hands in hers, warming them. It was a familiar gesture that Rosalynde had sorely missed. Only Elspeth had ever lavished motherly affection on her this way—loving her, reassuringly.
God forbid Morwen should ever do so. “Our mother is a demon,” Rose said, in case Elspeth did not realize.
“I know. Believe me, I know.”
Rosalynde felt her throat thickening, again. Only when she could, there, in the hall, she explained all about the grimoire… and the perilous journey she had embarked upon. She told her sister about the Shadow Beast that bore Mordecai’s face. She told her about having stolen Giles’s horse in London, and Seren’s betrothal to the lord of Warkworth. Skipping over the night at Neasham she told her about the night of Morwen’s arrival at Llanthony and the atrocities their mother committed at Darkwood.
“She swept into our cottage like a cold, bitter wind, put us on our knees and railed at us for being ingrates. All the while, Ersinius stood smirking as we knelt, choking on our tears. Once she was through, the windbag sent in two guards to escort Rhiannon out the door.”
Elspeth’s brow furrowed. “Did they perchance take her to Blackwood?”
“How did you know?”
“Malcom spoke to her.”
“When?”
“It doesn’t matter,” Elspeth said, patting Rosalynde’s hand, and whatever joy she’d had twinkling in her familiar eyes, it was gone now, at least for the moment.
“We cannot allow Morwen to retrieve the book,” Rosalynde said, and she brought a hand to her breast. “In my heart of hearts, I know that book is crucial, and I am as certain of that fact as Rhi was the day she bade you leave us at the priory.”
Fat tears swelled in her sister’s eyes; one slid past her lashes, then rolled down her cheek. “I am so… so… sorry,” she said, taking both of Rosalynde’s hands, and folding them together, covering them with her own. “I would have returned if I could… and yet… I did send Malcom to find you.” She peered down at her blue-slippered feet. “You were gone.”
Rosalynde nodded. “We were gone by first light. Ersinius, for all his pandering to the Church, is her willing servant. He does her bidding no matter what cost. I dare not imagine what treachery they have planned together. But, alas, she has agents across the realm, including the Count of Mortain, and that stupid fool burned Warkworth by her behest—burned it to the ground.”
Elspeth’s eyes grew round with ill-concealed horror. “Is that not the lord you traveled with?”
Rosalynde nodded.
“Does he know you are Morwen’s daughter?”
Rosalynde nodded again and squeezed her sister’s hand. “Eustace must not be confirmed, Elspeth, and if you have any way to send word to Matilda, you must warn her. He is a villain, no less than our mother, and you were right… we must not turn blind eyes to the truth.”
“I have dealt with that man; well I know it.”
“So we heard. And yet mother would endeavor to convince everyone you are not here of your own free will.”
Elspeth’s face flushed. “Rest assured, my sweet sister. So much as I loathe being apart from you, there is nowhere in this world I would rather be. Malcom is…” She inhaled deeply. “Blood of my blood, bone of my bone. He is The One the Goddess ordained for me, and I love him to the depths of my soul.” But then, Elspeth looked momentarily away, as though she feared the answer to her next question. “Pray tell, how are Seren and Arwyn?”
Rosalynde shook her head sadly. “I do not know. They were well enough when I left London, but Morwen…”
“Say no more.” Elspeth patted Rosalynde’s hand again. “We must not fear the worst,” she said. “Our sisters are as savvy as you, Rose, else I’d not be here today, and you… you, my dear sister, you would never have found me.” She shook her head with a look that betrayed both grief and wonder. “And to think you endured so much. I must thank Giles for taking such great care of my littlest sister, and I will be sure the kitchen prepares him something special.”
Now it was Rosalynde’s turn to blush, and she did so fiercely, even as she lifted a thumb to her lips in dismay. “Aye well, as to that… there is something else you should know.” And then she told Elspeth all about their bonding… about Rhiannon… about the night they spent at Neasham.
“I see,” said Elspeth, but if Rosalynde had expected her sister’s censure, it wasn’t forthcoming. Elspeth gave Rose a sly smile. “I should be the first to say virtue is prized far too highly. You must follow your heart, Rose, and the Goddess will bless you for it. Our sister will doubtless forgive you.” And then her smile returned, even brighter. “Come,” she demanded again, taking one of Rosalynde’s hands and pulling her again down the hall. “I will show you the rest of my home later, but now I really need to show you something…”
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The something Elspeth needed to show her wasn’t a cauldron at all—and now that she stood gazing upon the marvel, she understood why her sister had dragged her away so hastily and insistently…
Two small babes lay swaddled in a crib, both fast asleep. One had the look of their mother, with pale coppery hair. The other had hair so fair that it could have been spun silver. Both their cheeks were round and high with color as they lay sleeping near a brazier. The woman who’d been tending them moved away to give her mistress privacy, and Rosalynde’s heart swelled with joy as she gazed down at the sleeping pair. “Yours?” she asked with wonder.
“Born on the Solstice… whilst in Scotia. They came early, though it did not seem so. I was quite ready to be done.”
It was clear by the look in her sister’s eyes that she was content—more content than Rosalynde had ever imagined.
“We went to celebrate the Yule with my husband’s family, and, that night, I went into labor. This was two months ago.”
“Twins,” Rosalynde said with wonder, as she studied the babes, shocked that both had come from her sister’s womb. Instinctively, she put a hand to her own belly… Twins were a Pendragon blessing—or curse, so their mother would have them believe, for she, herself bore two sets of twin girls: Arwyn and Rosalynde, of course, but before them, she had carried another set. Only one of those girls lived. That babe was Rhiannon.
“Such beautiful girls,” Rosalynde whispered.
Elspeth burst into laughter. She put a finger to her lips, stifling her mirth. “Never say such a thing in their father’s presence. He would cut out your tongue!”
Rosalynde tilted her sister a questioning look. “They are not girls?” The blessing was nearly always girls.
Elspeth shook her head, grinning behind her finger. “Boys, to my husband’s delight—and, you my dear, should have seen his father when those lads arrived. Sweet Goddess save me! Never in my life did I hear such a whoop and holler in a house.”
Rosalynde giggled. “Well, I suppose it would be a matter of pride to father boys—and not one, but two.” She reached down to touch the air before the redhead’s nose, afraid to disturb either one. They were sleeping so blissfully, without a care in the world.
“Broc and Lachlan,” Elspeth provided. “The fair one is named for a beloved uncle—a man called Broc Ceannfhionn. Alas, though I did not meet this man whilst in Chreagach Mhor, I have been promised a visit.”
With a look of perfect rapture on her face, she reached down to smooth her hand across the sleeping babe’s cheek. “The name, I am told, means Broc the Blonde… and he should be so fortunate if he receives the blessings of his namesake.” Elspeth turned to face Rosalynde. “He is lord of Dunloppe.”
“I don’t know Dunloppe,” said Rosalynde, but it didn’t matter. Whilst she stood, gazing down at her sweet nephews, she felt in her heart that all things would end as they should end. No matter how much terror lived in this world, the Goddess would not bring such perfect little beings into this realm without hope—sweet fates, she was an aunt and Elspeth a mother!
In the midst of so much heartache and peril, there was still so much joy to be found!
Both babes were so astonishingly beautiful, and whilst the red-haired child’s face so much resembled his mother’s, the other one… the fairest child… seemed to glow. His countenance was precisely how Rosalynde always imagined the radiance of Taliesin to be. The babe’s skin was iridescent, his nose perfect, his lips so rosy in color, his brows tipped with a gold so pale… She stared at the boys, comparing them, as it would be natural to do. After all, she herself was a twin, and she knew how different twins could grow to be… and yet, how much alike. At the instant, she missed Arwyn more than words alone could say.
“He looks to be the image of Emrys,” Elspeth said.
“Emrys?”
“Our uncle, who died before Rhi was born. I never met him, though Grandmamau described him just so.”
“Emrys,” Rosalynde said again, whispering the name as she tried harder to remember. But, alas, there was no memory for her to draw upon, because her grandmamau had been long dead by the time Rose and Arwyn were born—murdered by Huntsmen, though she mustn’t think of that right now… not now, when the man she loved carried the same serpentine sword as those men who’d arrested Morgan Pendragon and sentenced her to death… not when she had hopes to bear his children, even knowing what he was…
Alas, that was something she had yet to tell Elspeth, and she dreaded the moment, because, so much as she could never keep such a thing from her sister, she also knew how much Elspeth had loved their grandmamau. It was bound to color her feelings about Giles.
Giles!
Peering up at the window to gauge the time, she realized with a start that they had left Giles waiting so long. She should return to him now, introduce him to Elspeth. She wanted desperately for them to know each other, before she dared to tell Elspeth what he was.
Her heart longed for him, even now—even as she wallowed in the joy of her reunion with her sister.
Her sister hadn’t any notion of the turmoil that raged in Rosalynde’s heart. “It occurred to me, Rose… according to Grandmamau, Emrys was a dewine,” she said, her voice soft and sweet as she petted her boys in turn. “Evidently, not only did Emrys look like the prophet Taliesin, he was blessed with his dewine gifts as well.”
There were very few dewine males in the world—very, very few. Normally, these gifts were passed to girls, and even then—as was the case with Arwyn, sometimes the gift was not strong. However, when a dewine male was born, it was prodigious… Suddenly, noting the boy’s shimmer, Rosalynde blinked, as she looked up to ask, “Elspeth… do you think…”
Elspeth smiled radiantly, though she still didn’t look at Rose. At the moment, her eyes were for her boys alone. “That he has our gifts?”
Rosalynde nodded, and her sister shrugged, unconcerned one way or another. “Only time will tell,” she said, and then reached across the crib to cup Lachlan’s sweet cheek, her violet-blue eyes radiant with love. “Every time I think of our mother,” she said, with no enmity at all, “I turn my eyes to my babes, and they give me such faith. After all, how could there not be hope for all when I know the miracle of my sweet boys?”
They were, indeed… two sleeping miracles, and Rosalynde might have been content enough to stand and stare at her nephews for hours longer… but she heard a horn blast, and a stab of fear entered her heart.
Elspeth started, her eyes widening, and she said breathlessly, “Malcom!”



Chapter
Twenty-Eight

Not only had the lord of Aldergh not returned from his council at Carlisle, Giles was gone now, as well. With the steward’s permission, he’d requisitioned two men from Aldergh’s garrison, and before leaving, presented the reliquary and grimoire to Cora’s husband for safekeeping, explaining that the items were priceless and every care should be taken to safeguard them. In turn, Alwin presented the items to Cora, and Cora handed both the book and reliquary to Rosalynde, looking perfectly confused over their value. To her undiscerning eyes, the reliquary would seem to be little more than a brass bauble, and the book must have appeared a dirty volume with the look of a Holy Writ, only with yellowed pages and vellum that was already cracked and blackened with age.
Her heart tripping with the news that Giles had so easily departed—essentially abandoning her at Aldergh—Rosalynde took the book and gave it to her sister.
At least the book was safe, and truly, that’s what mattered, she told herself, and yet, her heart felt as though it might be rent in two, and Giles still had the lion’s share.
Despondent though she was, she understood Elspeth’s intake of breath as her fingers touched the sacred volume. Its hallowed pages must be more than five hundred years old, but the spells and recipes held therein were easily a thousand or more. Not since Elspeth was a small girl had she laid eyes upon their grandmother’s grimoire, and, in truth, until they’d arrived in London, none of the sisters had ever even looked upon it. Only Elspeth had ever had the chance to hold it and open it, under the supervision of Morgan Pendragon.
“We must keep it safe,” Rosalynde entreated. “On pain of death. Mother must never see the Book of Secrets again.”
“I have precisely the place to keep it,” Elspeth reassured, and then led Rosalynde to her salon, to a corner of the chamber, where the floorboards were loose. She lifted a board, and set the book beneath, then replaced the floorboard, and peered up at Rose while still on her knees, her blue eyes full of concern. And it was in that instant Rosalynde weakened.
Tears sprang to her eyes—tears she could no longer deny. “He’s gone, Elspeth,” she said, her face twisting with grief.
Her sister’s brows slanted unhappily as she rose to her feet, embracing Rosalynde, putting her warm, comforting arms about her. “Here, here,” she said. “I am here, Rose. Do not fret. I am here.” And she let her sister comfort her, sinking like a hopeless child into her consoling arms.
So many weeks she’d traveled to arrive here, so much peril she’d endured—she and Giles both together. But now he was gone. Gone. And he had ridden away to see to his own affairs without so much as a bittersweet so long.

CARLISLE CASTLE LAY but an easy half-day’s journey from Aldergh. The jewel of Cumberland was impossible to miss, with its fiery red stone and enormous girth.
Having gathered his most trusted advisors to discuss his new stratagem—a possible siege of York—the king of Scotia was in residence, sequestered behind closed doors. Giles needed only present his Paladin sword, with the serpentine emblem, and he was admitted at once.
Without a word, he took an empty seat among the men gathered and listened quietly as the Scots king carried on about the strengths and weaknesses of York and the benefits of controlling the archdiocese there. Already, he held Bamburgh, Newcastle and Carlisle, and Giles suspected that, if he could, he would bring the entirety of the ancient kingdom of Northumbria under his dominion. Regrettably, he would soon learn that the Church would not sanction this plan. There was already a plan in motion, and it did not include negotiations with yet another contender, regardless of David’s intentions or associations.
David of Scotia was well respected by the Church, else he’d never have been brought into the inner sanctum, but that didn’t matter. And now that Rosalynde and her book were both safe, he had a job to see to, and, knowing what he knew now, there was all the more at stake—not merely the fate of a northern estate, or even a kingdom.
As God was his witness, he’d never coveted Warkworth for the sake of a title. His father had earned the lands through sweat and blood. He’d answered every call to arms by King Henry, and he’d raised his sons to honor England and its God-appointed sovereign. And even after Stephen usurped the throne, Richard de Vere had been prepared to keep the King’s Peace. It wasn’t until very recently that he’d turned his eyes toward the Empress, aligning himself with Matilda, and Giles had had a hand in that matter. When the Church asked him to approach his sire in the name of the Empress, he had done so without reservation. He had convinced the elder de Vere to join their cause. This, after all, was why Wilhelm was sent to Arundel, in order to convey their father’s answer to Henry’s widow, who secretly passed his answer to Matilda. Giles suspected that Lady Arundel’s husband discovered the correspondence and immediately dispatched one of Morwen’s ravens—those bloody aberrations. It would have flown directly to its master, not to Stephen, and unfortunately for Warkworth, Morwen and Eustace had been only a few leagues from Warkworth when the message arrived. After his resounding defeat at Aldergh, the king’s incompetent son had endeavored to assuage his puerile ego by teaching the wayward lord of Warkworth a lesson, putting his “adulterine castel” to the torch, with innocents still asleep in their beds. Ultimately, Giles felt responsible for the entire ordeal, and if it were possible, he would have handed Warkworth to his brother lock, stock and barrel.
Right now, he needed the lord of Aldergh’s help, but evidently, this was no longer a matter of one defender of the realm appealing to another. Malcom Scott was no longer Stephen’s man… he was David’s—quite clearly, because here he sat, divulging York’s weaknesses and expounding upon the complications of wresting York from the English. And yet this was far more complicated than even Malcom realized.
Although William FitzHerbert, the king’s nephew, had been deposed and the succession to the archbishopric was still in question, the Pope had yet to decide between Henry Murdac and Hilary of Chichester. The king’s choice was Hilary, and he had already endeavored to deprive Murdac from taking up residence in the city of York, but he was currently negotiating with the Pope. He would give Murdac the archbishopric if only the Pope would agree to coronate his son. The Pope was not in the frame of mind to do so, and yet, neither would he accept a third candidate for the archbishopric, when he had already decided upon Murdac. At the moment, a siege of York would be met with opposition, not only by Stephen, but by the Church as well.
Considering how best to proceed, he waited patiently for his opportunity to speak, then put forth a request: He needed stone to rebuild. He would pay well, and because Warkworth lay so close to the Scots border, he sought the Scots king’s blessings. But, of course, David saw an opportunity and seized it. He offered Giles the chance to retain his title… if only he would give his allegiance to Scotland instead of England. If he should agree to it, he could have all the stone he needed without question, and there would be no risk of losing his lands or, for that matter, his title. David would confer it to him now, on the spot.
A shocked murmur swept through the council. For all that these fools knew, Giles was a younger son of a lowly baron, with no experience and scarcely any influence. It was unthinkable what David had proffered, and yet… Giles could not and would not accept. He shifted in his chair, ill-at-ease, because there was so much he hadn’t leave to say, and the council room was filled with too many curious ears. His gaze skittered down the table, from man to man, resting for a moment on the lord of Bamburgh, whose youngest daughter was wed to his father and had died by Eustace’s hand. There was no love lost between their houses, despite the familial alliance, because Bamburgh bent the knee to David. But for Giles, this was inconsequential. In essence, he was only reclaiming his father’s seat by behest of the Church. And if they had not ordained it… he would still be wielding his sword in whatever capacity they demanded. That he was now a lord of the realm—an earl for the time being—did not come without obligation. There was only so much he could bargain with and keep the spirit of his oath.
He chose his words carefully. “I do not need warriors, Your Grace. I have warriors. I need stone, and whatever men would be required to convey and work the stone. It is my intent to restore Warkworth to a defensible state as swiftly as is humanly possible—most certainly before I am expected to return to London and bend the knee to Stephen.”
“Do you plan to forswear your oath to Stephen?” asked David quite shrewdly.
Giles said naught, for there was naught he could say. He picked at a bit of dried foodstuff encrusted upon the table.
“It sounds as though you mean to forswear England, and if so, who else would you bend the knee to, but David?”
Giles flicked a glance at the lord of Bamburgh but didn’t answer the man. His gaze returned to David.
More than any man present, Giles knew that David understood the significance of his Papal commission, and yet David mac Maíl Choluim was king because he pressed his advantages when he saw the opportunity. “Whatever the case, I haven’t men to spare,” he persisted. “And yet… I would offer… if only you bend the knee to Scotland.”
Giles shook his head, his eyes never leaving the king’s. “I cannot give what is not mine to bestow.”
The tension in the room was marked. In this day and age, few men dared to defy David mac Maíl Choluim. He had risen to such a venerable position. And yet, one man did speak up—a very unexpected ally, and only by virtue of the fact that Giles had arrived with two of his men. “I can spare you whatever men you need,” said Malcom Scott.
His brows colliding fiercely, David shifted in a chair that was made for lesser men, turning to spear Malcom with a disapproving glare. “You have men to spare? And yet, even knowing my plans, you would offer them to Warkworth?”
Giles recognized the hard glimmer in Malcom Scott’s eyes. As would be expected, he was a man not easily cowed. He said, “I have given you my oath, Your Grace, and I mean to keep it.”
“This time,” interjected the earl of Moray.
“Shut your gob, fitz Duncan!”
Uncowed, Malcom met de Moray’s gaze and said, “I have given my sword to Scotia, and I will honor my pledge for the rest of my days.” He turned to the king. “Your Grace, would you leave Aldergh without protection, or have me arm bricklayers and quarrymen?”
“Nay,” said the king, waving a hand for peace.
“And yet these are the men I would pledge to my lord of Warkworth, not my warriors.”
The king conceded. “Yeah, times are not so dire as to send bricklayers into the field—have it your way.”
As much as he would like to cede, Giles was forced to disagree. “Do not mistake me, Your Grace. Times, indeed, are so dire…”
Very slowly, the king’s eyes slid back to Giles, his gaze narrowing, “Speak,” he demanded.
Giles shook his head again. “I will not speak aloud what I know, lest you lock me in a tower and call me a madman. And even so, I would advise you to gird your loins.”
“Gird his loins?” wailed de Moray, in protest, clearly not comprehending his cautionary words.
“He means prepare for war, eegit,” said David.
Giles ignored the man. “And nevertheless, Your Grace, I do not need a grant of men. I need stone… and for this I pledge you my word of honor I’ll not join any campaign to wrest the lands you already possess.”
The king’s eyes glittered fiercely. “What of Warkworth?”
“Again, Warkworth is not mine to barter.”
“It is yours,” argued the lord of Bamburgh.
“In name,” returned Giles. “My true oath and my sword belong to the Church, as your king knows.”
David mac Maíl Choluim’s gaze fell to the sword hilt that peeked above the table, a sword that, even now, glowed very faintly with some unnatural light. There were twelve men present at David’s table—and how prophetic that the king of Scotia should have his own Judas. Alas, there was only one way to ferret out a traitor, and so he said, “The Church means to see Duke Henry on his grandfather’s throne, and I will do my part to bring that to fruition.”
Giles’s canny dark eyes scanned the entire table, from the lord of Bamburgh to the earl of Moray, looking for any telltale sign of the betrayer. Unfortunately, the man did not make himself known, and yet, if the sword spoke true, at least one of these allies would carry this news to Stephen, and the Church would know his name.
Perhaps not entirely surprised, David put a hand to his chin, rubbing softly. “Duke Henry?” he said.
“Aye, Your Grace. He is favored above his mother, and should his foray into Wiltshire have proven successful, he might already have been granted an army.”
“And it was not?”
It was phrased as a question, but they already knew what came of that campaign, and for the most part, it came to naught. Giles lifted a shoulder. “His courage did not go unnoticed.”
“He has what it takes. His grandmother would have been proud,” the king said, sounding maudlin, and it seemed, for an instant, that he lingered in some faraway place. Finally, he declared, “The stone is yours, so long as you pay its rightful lord. If you have a bargain, who am I to contend?”
And still, there was one more matter to be discussed… this one with the lord of Aldergh. “One more thing…”
The king lifted his grey-peppered brows.
“As part of my bargain with Stephen, I am pledged to wed one of Henry’s daughters…” He turned his gaze toward Malcom Scott. “Seren Pendragon.”
Malcom’s brows collided. “My wife’s sister?”
Giles nodded, and once again, David waved a hand in dismissal. “Why should any of that concern this council?”
“Because… I would wed another in her stead… her sister… Rosalynde Pendragon.”
The king looked confused. “Are these not both Morwen’s daughters?”
“They are, Your Grace.”
“I see,” the king said, narrowing his eyes. “You risk much if you are already forsworn.”
“And nevertheless, I will have no other, and it is my desire to be shed of any need for Stephen’s blessings by the time I am expected in London. Therefore, I seek your blessing, for what it’s worth.”
“Again, I ask; why should I concern myself with your bride?” argued David. “You have declared for England. And I cannot be bothered with Morwen’s witchy daughters.”
Giles narrowed his gaze. “Because, Your Grace… whether you acknowledge them or nay, they bear a king’s blood, and so I ask your blessing, as I do the lord of Aldergh’s, because it is a matter of state. And... you are—were—their father’s dearest friend. You must have known that Elspeth Pendragon was the king’s favorite.”
“Aye, well, I am also responsible for the death of their grandmother, in case you did not realize, and I have no regrets. There are forces at work in this realm that must be condemned.”
“And still, you came to aid us,” reminded Malcom. “It was not me, but my lady wife who called you.”
David of Scotia nodded, and after a moment, he said, “So I did. So I did. Well then, for what it’s worth, you have my blessing. For what it’s worth…”
Giles turned to Malcom. “So then, I have one more concern…do you, perchance, have a priest in residence at Aldergh?”
Malcom’s blue eyes glinted. “As it happens, I do. And, if the lady will have you, you have my blessing as well.”



Chapter
Twenty-Nine

For all its lateness, winter descended upon the north with a vengeance not unlike Morwen Pendragon’s. Bitter winds howled through the old castel, leaving everyone it touched shivering. Rosalynde discovered firsthand what her sister meant about the tapestries. Wherever they were hung, those rooms were warmer, quieter, and cozier—much in the same manner of a warming spell, except that these spells were woven of wool, linen and gilt-wrapped silk.
As it turned out, it was fortuitous for Rosalynde that her sister’s twins were wont to come so early, else she might not have returned in time from Chreagach Mhor. Traveling in this weather would seem impossible, and particularly so with two small babes. As it was, she’d delivered them well and spent a good month with her husband’s family before returning to Aldergh.
Alas, so brave a soul as one might be, it wasn’t advisable to venture beyond their refuge of stone and tapestry. Rosalynde resolved herself not to see Giles for a while—if ever again. She realized he had far more important matters to attend, the very least of which was a woman he’d already hardened his heart against. And nevertheless, she had, very knowingly, even despite his warnings, given herself to him. And, in the end, if she ended with a babe in her belly and a sullied reputation, it would be her own fault.
Trying not to think of Giles, she spent her time helping Elspeth with her babies—feeding them, burping them, loving them. And whenever the babes were sleeping, she and Elspeth studied every page of the grimoire, poring over the annotations—some of which were written by their mother. But some were not. They had been scribed in a hand neither of them recognized and in a script the sisters couldn’t understand—runic symbols that shivered over the vellum when they were touched. But perhaps these were destined to remain as much a mystery as the reliquary she’d taken from Mordecai. After all, Rosalynde showed the strange trinket to Elspeth.
Beautifully etched, it was cylindrical in shape, about a half-inch in diameter and one and one-quarter inches long, with a crystal shoved into one end and a cap so tightly fitted it was impossible to remove. And yet, she had witnessed with her own two eyes as Mordecai’s spirit—for lack of a better way to put it—vanished into the object, mayhap into the crystal.
The chain itself was a brass ball chain, solidly formed, and if it had not been, Rosalynde would never have been able to clasp it so doggedly in the glade as Mordecai whipped her about, trying to be shed of her.
One evening, as the babes were upstairs asleep in the care of their nurse, she and her sister sat in the privacy of her lady’s solar, trying again to open the reliquary. Nothing—not even magik—served to meet their needs.
“It’s indestructible!” Elspeth complained, and in frustration, she put the cylinder to her teeth, biting down in an attempt to squash the metal, but even then, it would not bend.
“Do you think it is ensorcelled?”
“Certainly,” Elspeth said. “I cannot think our mother would take any chances with something so….” Elspeth set the reliquary down on the desk she used to scribe her letters. “Precious.”
By now, Rosalynde had told her all she could remember about their journey and their encounter with the Shadow Beast. Even now, it was impossible to guess what might have waylaid Morwen, but they were in accord that whatever it was, it was the only reason Rosalynde and Giles had found their way to Aldergh in one piece.
As they stood there, Rose fell silent, feeling guilty, for keeping one last secret from Elspeth. “Well,” she demurred. “Perhaps it is not the only reason.” It was past time to tell her sister about Giles. “He’s a Huntsman,” she blurted.
Elspeth blinked. “Who’s a Huntsman?”
“Giles.”
“Giles?”
Rosalynde nodded.
Her sister inhaled and did not immediately exhale.
For a long moment, they stared at one another, and Elspeth gleaned the rest by the look in Rosalynde’s eyes.
“I do not know if he was there… that night when she died…”
“Grandmamau,” Elspeth said, and Rosalynde nodded, as tears formed in her sister’s eyes.
A thousand lifetimes would pass, and her sister might never forget the day their maternal grandmother was burned at the stake. She suffered guilt over it, because it was Elspeth herself who’d sealed her fate. At five, she’d innocently boasted to a stupid little boy that their grandmamau would put a spell on him if he didn’t cease to annoy her. The wretch tattled to his papa, who told the Archbishop of Canterbury. And when they approached Morwen for confirmation, their mother assured them that the sins of Avalon would die with her dewine mother. For a price, she’d handed her own mother over to the Church to be burned alive.
“One might think a body dies quickly on the stake,” Elspeth said, staring at the reliquary on the desk. “It isn’t true. I watched… at first, because they made me… and then, in the end, I did not want her soul to leave this realm alone. I held her gaze until she submitted to the flames, and even as her flesh was consumed… I could still see the life in her eyes...”
She bowed her head and covered her trembling lips with a hand, and Rosalynde stared down at the pate of her sister’s bowed head. “I wish I could have known her,” she said, tears brimming, but she wasn’t only crying for her grandmother. Her heart was in tatters.
And yet, what did she think would happen when she gave herself to Giles? Did she think he would forsake himself and his people? His duties? His brother? His name? His title?
Alas, if he kept her by his side, if he publicly forsook Seren, he stood to lose everything.
Finally, when Elspeth’s gaze lifted to Rosalynde’s, her eyes were shining with tears. “Do you love this man so much?”
Rosalynde nodded, tears streaming down her cheeks. “I do, and I know his heart, Elspeth. It is true. After all, he could have left me to fend for myself, and yet, even after learning who I was, he set his face against all that he was sworn to do and became my champion… as Malcom did for you.”
Elspeth nodded, and Rosalynde continued. “That night I gave him my body, I heard Rhi speak to me. She entreated me to do it—in the name of the Goddess. And…” She cast a glance down at her side, thinking about the wounds she had received by Mordecai’s talons. “His kiss healed my wounds when my spell did not… I confess, I took it as a sign.” She turned her palm up, showing Elspeth the black lines on her hand… marks left by the reliquary. Though lighter now, they were still there.
Elspeth stared at her open hand, her violet-blue eyes so full of compassion. “I have come to understand that the Goddess works in mysterious ways, Rose. After all, even after David of Scotia’s hand in our grandmother’s demise, I wrote to him at Carlisle… and he came. There is great magik to be found in love and forgiveness.”
Her sister’s gaze fell again to Rosalynde’s hand, and she picked up the reliquary, examining it. “I tell you true, if he had not come… that spell I cast would not have saved us from Morwen’s wrath. She left the premise only because her poppet was in danger, and without her precious Eustace, she could not see her plan to fruition. To speak more plainly still, if David of Scotia had not arrived with his army… I would not be here today, and neither would my boys…”
She peered up at Rosalynde, with another flood of tears brimming in her eyes. “In the end, you must look to your heart and determine for yourself what the Goddess has entreated… for you… and whatever you choose, my dearest sister, neither I, nor Seren, nor anyone who loves you will ever fault you for your choices. I am your sister forever, and I’ll not be your judge nor jury.”
Rosalynde attempted a smile, but her lips trembled. Because, in the end, what would any of it matter if Giles did not return? If he did not value her as she did him… if he did not…
A great boom sounded below stairs, like the slamming of a door. Elspeth stiffened as a burst of cold air traveled up the stairs and swept into the solar. She set the reliquary down upon the desk as footsteps raced up the stairwell, echoing throughout the keep. A commotion resounded in the hall and a smile lifted her face. “Malcom,” she said, and even as she turned, she found her lord husband standing in the door of her solar. Rosalynde watched with bated breath as the lovers ran to each other, embracing.
“Oh, Malcom!” her sister said. “Malcom! Malcom! Malcom!” She hugged her husband so desperately that Rosalynde feared she might cut off his breath, and nevertheless, her husband smiled lovingly at her, rubbing a hand across the small of her back. And, finally, Elspeth wrenched herself away, complaining, “I did not hear the horn announce your arrival!”
The lord of Aldergh met Rosalynde’s gaze over his wife’s shoulder and said with a smile, “There was no horn. I came through the postern. Every once in a while, I mean to remind my lazy men that not all guests will announce themselves at the gate.” And even as he bent to kiss his wife, another figure appeared over Malcom’s shoulder, and Rosalynde’s knees buckled as the earl of Aldergh stepped aside, pulling his wife with him to give Giles de Vere room to pass.
Rosalynde’s throat constricted and her eyes filled with hot tears, and from that instant, it was as though everyone else faded from the room. Dressed in his Warkworth colors, he strode confidently into the room and with purpose, unsheathing his sword as he fell to one knee before Rosalynde. He peered up at her with a light shining in his eyes, and said, “My lady… I cannot promise you lands or titles, but I can offer you the protection of my sword and the eternal flame of my heart…. will you wed this man who adores you more than life itself?”
Rosalynde gasped, her eyes widening, her hand flying to her breast. “What about Warkworth?”
He smiled at her. “If tomorrow they should strip me of everything—my titles, my lands—it occurred to me that I will still be a very rich man…” He took her by the hand, turned it to face him, then gently kissed it. “Because of you.”
More tears welled in Rosalynde’s eyes and then tumbled down her cheeks, but these were not tears of sorrow. Her heart was so full of joy she feared it would burst.
Say, aye, she heard her sister mindspeak. Say, aye.
“Aye,” Rose whispered, and Giles rose to his feet to embrace her, kissing her soundly. “Aye,” she said again. “I will wed you.”



Epilogue
WARKWORTH, APRIL 1149

“The destiny of man is in his own soul.”
—Herodotus
Not for the first time, Rosalynde peered down in wonder at her unblemished palm… free of scars. Like the ones on her midriff and the ones on her heart, her husband’s love had healed her. He was The One the Goddess had ordained for her, and she had no doubt remaining at all. She only wished she could lessen his burdens. Her heart yearned for more time alone with him. Even now he was ensconced with emissaries in the marquee they were using as their living quarters during this time of reconstruction.
Seated high atop a motte, on the banks of the River Coquet, less than a mile from the sea, Warkworth castel was slowly but surely rising from its ashes. Completed only yesterday, two sturdy towers now guarded the entrance to the inner bailey, and the curtain wall had been completed as well, twenty-feet thick and solid as the bond she was forging with her new husband. Tomorrow they would begin construction on the donjon. Already, the first stones were laid for its foundation—stone that had been quarried from lands belonging to Elspeth’s husband. Wearing the blue gown and the matching cloak Giles had purchased for her at Neasham, she stood atop one of the cornerstones, precisely in the spot where Giles had said their bedroom tower should be erected, with windows facing the sea.
Stretching her hand, she peered over the horizon, and tried to imagine what it would be like to peer out her bedroom window on a moonlit evening whilst her husband called to her from their bed… the brazier warming their room, the stars twinkling like fae dust over a black velvet ocean.
From this vantage, even without a tower, the beach was clearly visible. Offshore, waiting for permission to enter the harbor, a new ship waited to dispatch cargo, sails unfurled and the sea stretching endlessly. Not unlike her husband’s kisses, the view never failed to steal her breath. As lovely as she imagined Blackwood must be, as much as she someday hoped to see it, and so much as she appreciated the size and edifice of Aldergh, she could simply not imagine a more beautiful place to be than Warkworth—its lady in truth, even if she could not yet shout it to the heavens.
After all, Giles would keep his new title, and he would keep it, not because Stephen ordained it, but because the Church intended to install a champion here at Warkworth—a voice for change and an agent for Duke Henry, who even now was being groomed to restore his grandfather’s dynasty.
Only now, months later, Rosalynde understood so much of what Giles could not tell her, and she knew it despite that he had kept his vow of silence. She understood because she and Will had been there as witnesses… on that day, in the woodlot south of Whittlewood and Salcey.
Little did her mother know, Giles was not some lowly lord with so little power or influence; he was a man who governed from the shadows, and his whispers were more formidable than shouts. That ship out there—one of many that came and went so furtively—was a testament to the power her husband wielded. In less than three months, they’d already accumulated more than two years’ worth of rations, and there was a secret hermitage under construction for emissaries of the Church, with a chapel carved directly into the stone.
In an effort to forestall hostilities, it had been Giles’s idea to put a worm in Matilda’s ear… to give Stephen a conciliatory offer: Keep his throne whilst he lived, but pass it off to Duke Henry, instead of his son. In return, Matilda would appease her barons to keep the King’s Peace. The proposal would be presented to her at the next council in Rouen, and even now they were discussing the particulars.
As for news from Westminster… with two months remaining before Giles must formally renounce her sister, the London palace was silent as the sword in her husband’s belt.
Life was complicated, she realized. Destiny was so much like the forging of a great sword. You melt the steel, brilliant and mercurial, and once poured, you must allow it to settle according to its will. But the cast, as well as the character of the alloy, would determine how the steel cooled. A hundred times the cast might be filled, and a hundred times the alloy would settle. And then, once removed from the die, knowing hands would hone and polish it, and despite the unalterable sameness of the die, every single time it would produce a slightly different sword. Where Rosalynde’s choices might lead, she had no clue. But she now understood as she never had before, that she, too, had a part to play in the story of England, as her sister Elspeth did… as Rhiannon must.
Little by little, she saw the mystery unfolding…
Even as Warkworth was being restored—stone by carefully laid stone—so, too, would England’s tale be told. But if Elspeth had never escaped the priory, she would not have met Malcom, and if Malcom had not been tested, he would never have abandoned the Usurper. Now, he bent the knee to the Scots king, and his defection had begun a chain of events that, even now, continued to weaken Stephen’s—and Morwen’s—hold upon the realm. For now, the Book of Secrets was safe… and that was all Rosalynde could do.
Her gaze was drawn to the figure ascending the motte, carefully picking his way over the newly delivered stone. “Have a care, Rose,” he called. “I’d not see you come to harm in your own home.”
Her home.
His home.
Despite so many lingering worries, the thought lifted her mood. Eager to see him after the long morning—to hold him, kiss him—she moved to the edge of the stone, and threw her arms out, reveling in the breeze that gave wings to her cloak. “’Tis beautiful!”
For the moment, Giles made no move to climb to her height, seeming content enough to stand in her shadow.
“You are beautiful,” he argued, with a familiar gleam in his eyes. It was a game they so oft played, one that normally ended in a bed—their bed.
“Nay,” she said with a grin. “You are beautiful.”
As it always did, the saucy argument made her husband laugh. But he sobered at once, staring a long while, before opening his palm and producing a small object—a shining ring. Very deftly, like a trickster, he moved it between his fingers, then held it aloft, so Rosalynde could see it.
When she squinted, he leapt up onto the cornerstone, as agilely as a boy. “Wilhelm recovered it from the fire,” he said, turning the ring between his fingers, so that the sun glinted off the metal. He turned it slowly, so Rose could examine the depiction of a lion sejant holding in his dexter-paw an axe, and in the sinister, a tilting-spear. It was a sigil, she realized—a smaller, more delicate version of the lord’s ring.
“He gave it to me when we returned from Aldergh. I saved it, intending to present it to you… but after.”
He had no need to explain what “after” meant. The two of them had wedded in secret, with only her sister, her lord husband and their priest as witnesses. As of yet, Giles had not revealed their God-spoken vows to anyone, save Will, though it was hardly a secret that the lord of Warkworth had returned, if not with a bride in name, then a bride of his heart. Later, once all was made right with her sister, and Warkworth was ready to withstand a strike, he would rebuke the betrothal to Seren, and they would wed again, only this time with the Church’s blessing, here before all their people at Warkworth.
“Did you come to tease me?” She asked.
He shook his head. “Nay, my love. I saw you standing here and realized… tomorrow is never promised.”
That was true. For now, there was a fragile peace in the realm, and even Will was thriving in his role as steward, but tomorrow promised more discord. No matter how diminished Morwen might be, her mother would stop at naught to see her prodigy seated upon England’s throne.
“After all we have been through, you will not be my Ayleth,” he said, and reached out to take Rosalynde by the hand, sliding the ring onto her small finger. Rosalynde’s heart tripped, knowing what it meant. There was no one who would see this ring upon her finger who would not understand. “It was once my mother’s.” He gave her a nod. “Now, it is yours, my lady of Warkworth. If you will have it…”
She held up her hand to look at the ring. “Oh, Giles,” she whispered. “’Tis beautiful!”
“You are beautiful,” he argued, and when Rosalynde laughed, he pulled her into his arms, kissing her soundly.
“Yeah, I will have it,” she said with glee. “I will have it, and I will have you. And I will have you until the end of my days.”
His dark eyes crinkled at the corners, but then he sobered. “Rose… there’s more,” he said. “There’s another reason I gave it now.”
“Oh, no. What more?” A feeling like dread doused Rosalynde’s joy as he reached back to pluck something from his belt. It was a parchment… bearing the king’s seal… already broken. “It came for me whilst we were in council,” he said, avoiding her gaze for the moment. “We spoke at length about the implications. Read the letter,” he demanded.
With trembling hands, Rosalynde took the parchment, her heart tripping painfully, as she straightened it, then read as he bade her…
To Giles, son of Richard de Vere, heir apparent to Warkworth
It is with a heavy heart that I compose you such dire news. But I shall come straight to the point with an economy of words. In the matter of your betrothed, Seren Pendragon, you are hereby released from your contract⁠—
Rosalynde’s eyes widened. She peered up in fright. “Oh no, Giles!”
Giles held up a hand and shook his head, then pointed a finger to the letter, begging her to continue. With a sinking heart, she returned to reading and the very next words gave voice to her worst fears.
As the lady has been unaccounted for now for nearly three months, I cannot, in good faith, keep you to our bargain…
Fearful tears pricked at Rosalynde’s eyes. “Seren is gone,”
she said, though she didn’t wait for Giles to speak. Once again, she lowered her gaze to the parchment…
… and nevertheless, if you would agree to honor your oath to the Crown, I will ask you arrive on the fifth day of June to seal your vows. In good faith, I will keep my promise to see you honored as the first earl of Warkworth.
However, in the event you do not appear as summoned, I would assume you have no desire to keep your northern estates, and I will assign the seat elsewhere. To be sure the delegate will be agreeable, I shall assign the transference to my son and his loyal forces.
He would send Eustace? Again? The very fiend who’d burned Warkworth to the ground once already? With an army no less! If that were not a threat, she didn’t know what was. The letter was signed…
Subscribed and sealed this twentieth day of April in the year of our Lord 1149. Stephen, Rex Anglorum by the Grace of God, Protector of the Realm and Defender of the Faith.
“Nay,” said Rosalynde, stunned, returning the parchment to Giles. And for the first time in her life, she had the most desperate longing to send a raven to Morwen—what about Arwyn? Were both of her sisters gone? Where were they? Together? Dead—but nay, nay! If any harm would have befallen her twin, Rosalynde would know it. She knew in her heart… she would know it. “Nay,” she said again, swallowing, because, in truth, they’d never received any word, not even from Morwen, and they still hadn’t any clue why her mother hadn’t pursued Rose to reclaim the grimoire.
“What will you do?”
“The only right thing to do. I will go, of course. Were it not for Seren, I would defy Stephen to send his son, but they are bound to reveal more to my face than they have in that letter. Therefore, I would go, if for naught else, to investigate where Seren may have gone.”
Rosalynde nodded. So much for their fragile peace. Her fingers sought the ring he’d placed around her finger, wishing that life could be so easy as a fae’s tale. “When do you leave?”
“We still have two months. We should use that time to prepare. In the meantime, I know you crave news of your sisters, and I encourage you to use your gifts as you will.”
She peered up at him, surprised. “Even with… your emissaries?”
He shrugged. “If the Church is willing to use magik in one form, they must accept it in another.” He was speaking of the sword, of course—the one he wore in his scabbard. And now she understood why it glowed that day in the glade. It was forged by dewine
magik—a very powerful magik not unlike the sorcery that forged the sword of Arthur.
“Shall I go with you?”
“Nay, Rose. You are safer here, surrounded by loyal men. If you travel with me to London, I will not be able to keep you safe.”
Alas, she knew he spoke true. It was here that they had an army to serve them. In London, they would be at the mercy of the king. “Will you kneel?”
He smiled sadly. “Alas, my love, to keep you safe, I would kneel a hundred times over.”
And so here it began… somehow, she must get word to Elspeth, and perhaps together they could find a way to reach Rhiannon. Rhiannon would know what to do. Rhiannon always knew what to do.
“What about Warkworth?” she worried, realizing how much work was left to be done. The perimeter walls were complete, but there was still so much work to be completed.
“I would leave it, along with my armies, in capable hands.”
“Wilhelm?”
“Nay,” he said, shaking his head. “I will dispatch my brother at once, with two loyal men to search for your sisters.”
“Thank you!” Rose said, hardly realizing how much she’d longed to hear those words until she did. “I love you, Giles. I love you so much. Thank you, thank you!” And yet, as happy as it made her, she feared for the castel in his absence—who could be this commander he trusted so well? “Who?” She demanded. “Who will you leave?”
Very tenderly, he brushed the hair from her face. “Who else but you, my lady of Warkworth? You are a Pendragon who knows better than any what your mother is capable of—I would leave you in command of three hundred men, and a ship at your disposal, should you need it. If by chance worse should come to worst, you will board that ship and sail to France. But I warrant it will not come to that.”
“But—”
He held up a finger. “Before you gainsay me, my lovely wife, let me remind you that I saw you battle a Shadow Beast, all the while my butcher brother sat on his bum—I know your warrior’s heart.” And he would leave her in charge of an army? Just like that? A woman? A witch?
“Giles,” she protested, “I know nothing of battles nor armies—nor even how to wield a sword.”
“Oh, yeah,” he said. “I nearly forgot.” And he stepped back to unsheathe the sword in his scabbard, then held it out, presenting it to her lengthwise, suspended atop the tips of his fingers. “It served me well, but ’tis only fitting it should serve a Pendragon since the alloy used to forge it was designed by a dewine to serve a Pendragon. And before she could speak another word, he said, “Lessons begin on the morrow.”
Rosalynde blinked, reaching out to touch the shining metal—perfectly made, perfectly preserved, even after so many centuries.
The sword was imbued by the Merlin of Britain, she realized, the father of their coven… Taliesin.
Very reverently, she took the sword from her husband’s hands, and with some effort, she held it aloft, lifting the blade so it pointed skyward, catching the sun with a hard gleam that no doubt shone for miles. It was only then… as the sword stood erect in her hands… that she noticed something she hadn’t seen before—a single word inscribed between the serpents… Caledfwlch… translated, it meant cut steel… and in the language of the Holy Church… Caliburn… or Excalibor. Blinking, with sudden realization, she peered up at her lord husband.
He lifted one golden brow, and then shrugged. “Luck of the draw,” he said.
What’s next for the daughters of Avalon? Turn the page.



Fire Song



I have been a multitude of shapes before I assumed this form: I was a drop of rain in the air; I was the brightest of stars…
— TALIESIN





Prologue
DARKWOOD INN, JULY 1148

Moonlight shone off the oily contents of an ornately carved tub, making the substance darker under its silvery light.
From a dark corner of the foul-smelling room came a persistent rap, tap, tap. This was Bran—Morwen’s familiar—though it was impossible to say what the filthy bird could be doing. There were no lamps lit to chase away the shadows, nor even a stingy taper, and it was perhaps to her mother’s delight that her three youngest daughters sat shivering on a dirty bed in the darkness.
What in the name of the Goddess did she expect they would do? Burn down the inn?
For certes, any one of them could do so without a candle. But even as frightened as they were, they would never, ever endanger innocent lives. There were others in residence here at Darkwood.
Rap, tap. Rap, tap, rap. Rap. Tap.
Instinctively, the three sisters huddled closer. Soiled and greasy as the sheets must be, they daren’t leave its sanctuary. Not only was the room cold and dark, but the scent of something pungent and disturbingly familiar filled Seren with a terrible foreboding. It was a feeling she couldn’t ignore, for in itself, intuition was a form of magik, ancient as the world was old. According to their grandmamau all men, no matter their blood, had a sense for such things. At the instant, her own sense of intuition was like a mantle of gloom, dark and oppressive.
How wrong she had been about their mother—how very wrong. For so long Seren had convinced herself that, deep down, their mother must love them—as any mother should. She had convinced herself that once Morwen found herself a proper benefactor she would send for her daughters, and then, they would all live happily ever after. Only now she realized… that was a fool’s dream… a child’s desperate fantasy. Morwen’s disdain for her children couldn’t be more apparent. It was tangible, evidenced by the curl of her lip whenever she deigned to acknowledge them. And yet, the truth was difficult to bear: Their mother loathed them, and whatever plans she had for them now, they would suit Morwen and no other.
Rap, tap. Tap, tap, tap. Tap…. tap.
Silence met Bran’s application—a silence so complete Seren couldn’t even hear her sisters breathing.
Even if they were brave enough to attempt an escape, it would be impossible with those two burly guards posted outside their door. In the overwhelming gloom of this room, she couldn’t even see her own hand in front of her face, much less a means for escape.
And… no matter that they were alone, save for that dreary old bird, Seren couldn’t shake the awful feeling they were being watched…
Rap, tap. Tap, tap, tap. Tap.
“It’s just a bird,” she said aloud.
For her sisters’ sakes, she refused to be cowed. They were Pendragons, descended of Welsh kings. But more, she and her sisters were the last living dewines born of the blood of Taliesin, the great Merlin of Britain. They were true Daughters of Avalon, children of the Earth Mother and maidens pledged to the hud. And despite that their mother believed them without wit or will, they had skills, thanks to dear, defiant Rhiannon, who was led from their cottage last night with hands bound and a length of rope about her neck, like a bloody hound.
Much to their dismay, they hadn’t seen her since. The very instant she was wheeled away, their mother ushered them into one of Ersinius’ wagons and spirited them here, to this decrepit little inn surrounded by dark, twisty woods. And then, immediately upon arrival, their mother’s sycophant, Mordecai, led them up the stairs, leaving Morwen downstairs to barter with the innkeeper.
Hours later, the shock of their ordeal was slowly subsiding, but uncertainty bridled their tongues, until finally, Arwyn dared to breach the silence. “Where do you think they will take her?”
There was no need to ask of whom she spoke… even without mindspeaking, they were thinking the same thing. “I know not,” answered Rosalynde.
Seren rubbed her left arm, at the very spot where Mordecai’s fingers had gripped her flesh so meanly. “I heard tell of Blackwood.”
“Blackwood?” asked both her sisters in unison.
Equally confused by the disclosure, Seren shrugged. Only Elspeth had ever seen their familial estate, built high in the Black Mountains. It was served now by a new lord—one of King Stephen’s known assassins—but it was Elspeth, not Rhiannon, who had been promised to that lord.
Like Avalon, the castle and its lands were now lost to them forevermore because of their mother’s greed, but evidently, Morwen had a plan to retrieve it.
“What kind of beast would accept a bride delivered by tumbril?” asked Rosalynde.
Arwyn retorted. “What kind of mother delivered her so?”
“A mean, greedy witch,” answered Seren.
And, aye, she’d meant to use that word with all the disgust most commoners felt for it. Witch.
It was a very good thing Elspeth fled the priory when she did, else she might never have gone, and even now if she learned of Rhiannon’s fate, Seren had little doubt her eldest sister would return. After all, Ellie had been more a mother to them than Morwen ever was, and she would never have left them if she had known what travesty would befall them.
On the other hand, Rhiannon must have known something. She had been so insistent that Elspeth leave, and once Elspeth was gone… everything changed.
As life happened, her sister claimed, nothing occurred without consequence. There was a price to be paid for every decision made. Seren’s only consolation was that Rhiannon must have understood her fate. She must have known that she would be expected to take Ellie’s place… but to what end?
It was only after the rap, tap, tapping began again that she realized they’d been blessed with an interval of silence—silence enough to allow her to think clearly.
But now the bird pecked more ardently at some unseen morsel, giving Seren a shiver as she listened.
It was a long, long time before Morwen returned, and when she did, she wore a smile as black as her heart.
Carrying a torch, Morwen waltzed into the room like a cat who’d swallowed a mouse, and it was only then, by the light of her flickering torch, that Seren saw what it was that Bran was pecking at… bits of raw flesh. Blood stained the floor where he pranced. Her stomach roiled, but she daren’t look at her sisters for fear that one of them might sob.
For the moment, ignoring her daughters, Morwen gazed fondly at her hideous bird. “Has my sweet pet been entertaining you with his supper?” she crooned, more to the bird than to any one of her daughters. “My beautiful boy.”
As the girls watched, she placed her torch into a cresset, and then, still smiling, she flicked open a small compartment on her ancient ring, then moved toward the tub, turning the contents into the dark liquid. Only then, once this was done, she met Seren’s gaze, and like a lover tempting a man, she removed her gown. Convulsively, Seren swallowed, desperate to look away, only self-preservation kept her eyes affixed on her mother. Once bared, she slid her nubile body into the tub, wading into the glistening liquid, and then, sat, like a seductress bathing in oils.
But it was not oil, Seren realized belatedly.
It was blood.
Dark as a plum.
Horrified, she watched as Morwen painted her lips with the oily substance, then, thoroughly amused by Seren’s expression, she giggled, and giggled… and giggled… and then she began to sing:
When thy father went a-hunting,
A spear on his shoulder, a club in his hand,
He called the nimble hounds,
‘Giff, Gaff; catch, catch, fetch, fetch!’



Chapter
One
DOVER, JUNE 1, 1149

The skies were blue again, streaked with wispy, white clouds that were moving too fast to cluster.
With plenty of wind to fill the sails, the harbor was bustling with last-minute preparations—supplies being hauled onto ships, deckhands inquiring after work.
Adding to the mayhem, the Maritime Market was teeming, drawing merchants and customers to the Saturday Feria after more than a sennight of storms.
Considering his best course of action, Wilhelm Fitz Richard stood chewing on a length of straw. Tall as he was—six-feet-five and weighing more than sixteen stone—it had been teasing the pate of his head, and rather than move aside, he’d wrenched the offending tuft from the awning and slid it between his lips, hoping to deceive his brain into forgetting about his complaining belly.
By now he was ravenous, and to make matters worse, the scent of fowl roasting somewhere nearby was making his mouth water and his thoughts go astray. Truth to tell, he hadn’t enjoyed a good repast since leaving Warkworth, but so much as he craved a fat, juicy bird leg, he wasn’t about to leave his post… not yet. He had a feeling in his gut that time was growing as thin as those clouds.
Two months ago, Arwyn and Seren Pendragon fled the palace in London. Best as anyone could surmise, they’d slipped away during the wee hours, very likely on the day their sister Rosalynde stole his brother’s horse.
Fate was such a trickster, twisting circumstances every which way and that. Inexplicably, they’d abandoned one Pendragon in London only to escort another one north. And then, after all was said and done, his brother forsook his intended, only to lose his heart to her sister.
Wilhelm couldn’t blame Giles, not really. Somehow, despite his bitter loathing for their mother, Wilhelm himself had developed a soft spot for Rosalynde. That was why he was here, now, searching for her bloody sisters.
Thinking it only naturally the direction they would go, he’d wasted weeks searching north. Stephen controlled nearly every port save Bristol, and so it had surprised him to learn their trail wended south instead, ending here, then going as cold as a witch’s tatty thereafter.
So, it seemed, the sisters were slippery as wet eels, and knowing Rosalynde so well as he did, he suspected Arwyn and Seren must be using magik to avoid capture—magik he didn’t particularly comprehend, though he’d witnessed firsthand what it could do. God’s truth, if aught plagued him more than the memory of his decimated kinsmen, it was the memory of the Shadow Beast they’d encountered a few months ago in the woodlot south of Whittlewood and Salcey. To this very day he hadn’t any clue how they’d defeated the hideous creature, and no matter how many times Rosalynde explained it, he couldn’t wrap his brain about the doing of it—something about binding and transmutation, things he might never have dreamt of in his worst night terrors… leastways not before seeing it. Strange as it might seem, he owed his life to a slip of a girl, and God save him if he should ever encounter another.
Nipping at the straw, considering all the ships in the harbor, his best guess was this: If he were in their shoes, he might seek sanctuary with the Empress in Rouen. And, if this be the case, as a matter of conjecture, they must be aboard one of those larger cogs—the Whitshed perhaps.
Today, there were only three ships large enough to navigate the open sea—the Whitshed, the Achéron and the Cassiopé. The largest of these, the Whitshed, was owned by a known conspirator—a man who, though he remained suspect to the crown, was well protected by the Church, else his lands would have long been forfeit by now.
On the other hand, the captains of the other two vessels—the Achéron and Cassiopé—were fiercely loyal to the Crown. Even now, the Achéron harbored an emissary en route to St. Omer to bargain with Canterbury’s exiled archbishop, Theobald of Bec. Perforce, Stephen would have Theobald crown his son though he still lived, though evidently, Theobald would rather keep his exile than put Eustace on England’s throne. That was a good thing, because Wilhelm was like to commit treason if that fool was ever confirmed. As it was, it was all he could do not to take a torch to the royal palace and burn it to the ground.
Wasn’t that what scripture ordained—an eye for an eye?
Aye, well… one day he still might.
One day he’d like to see every man and woman responsible for the slaughter of his kinsmen pay for their sins, and, aye, that included Rosalynde’s wretched mother, Morwen Pendragon.
He bloody well wasn’t afraid of her—or at least that’s what he told himself every night before closing his eyes.
I’ll see your skin turn black till it slips off your bones.
As it was with his loved ones.
All these months later, the memory threatened to purge his belly and ruin his appetite. God’s truth, no matter how many years he lived, he would never forget… that stench… seared flesh. The eye-stinging smoke and ash that turned the landscape grey Wilhelm had been the youngest of his father’s sons, except for Giles, and in one fell swoop, he’d become the eldest, with two half-sisters gone, and an older brother as well. Only Wilhelm and Giles had survived, and only because neither were present at the time.
Pulling the straw between his teeth, he studied the Whitshed… he couldn’t very well force his way aboard. If he tried, or even if he approached the situation with candor, and he was wrong about the captain’s allegiance, it could very well alert the Crown of his intentions. Not only would he give away the sisters’ location, it could bring undue attention to Warkworth—attention they could ill afford whilst Giles was busy conspiring with Matilda.
This was delicate business, but come what may, he’d sworn to find Rosalynde’s sisters and see them safely returned to Warkworth and that’s what he meant to do. Only he would need their trust. It would serve no one for him to go barging aboard that vessel to drag them away perforce.
Watching the deckhands trek from ship to ship, he thought perhaps he could inquire about work, perhaps ask to inspect the sleeping quarters… but, nay, that wouldn’t do. There were more than enough willing and able bodies who didn’t give a bloody damn about sleeping arrangements, so long as they had a belly full of victuals and a pocket full of coin. They were far more likely to turn him away.
But perhaps he could feign business with the captain…
He knew enough about Airard’s history to know how to begin: As it so happened, his namesake and grandsire was the captain of the Mora, the flagship of The Conqueror’s invading fleet, and judging by the simple fact that he’d followed in his father’s and grandfather’s footsteps (even despite that his own father also found his fate at the bottom of a salt-sea), meant that he was sure to be vain about his legacy. He could find a way to flatter the man, and then perhaps determine if the Pendragon sisters were aboard his ship. Alas, Wilhelm wasn’t as sophisticated as Giles; lies tasted bitter to his tongue.
For the past two days he’d been watching the Whitshed’s comings and goings. The only female he’d spotted was perhaps an elder sister of one of the deckhands. Arm in arm with a boy, she’d disembarked two hours past, although he didn’t believe that could be Seren. He knew what she looked like and he couldn’t imagine the sisters separating for any reason. Where one went, the other was sure to follow.
Unless…
He couldn’t help but remember the morning they’d encountered Rosalynde in the thicket. She’d given herself what she called a glamour. The effect was hideous; it had been all Wilhelm could do not to look at her. Dressed as a nun, she’d fashioned herself in the most unappealing manner possible, with eyes crossed and a pocked face. How his brother had found the wherewithal to keep her on his mount was a mystery to Wilhelm.
To the contrary, it had been all Wilhelm could do not to gape at Seren when he’d met her in the King’s Hall. She was easily the most stunning woman he’d ever beheld. Truly, even as lovely as Rosalynde might have turned out to be without the glamour, it was inconceivable to Wilhelm that any man—not even St. Giles—would rebuff Seren for want of another. Seren Pendragon was a paragon of beauty, rightfully earning her reputation as the Beauty of Blackwood. Even now, all these months later, and particularly whilst he’d been searching for her, it was much to his chagrin that he sometimes dreamt of the lady, even despite knowing she was not meant for him. And not only was she a coveted beauty, but she was an heir of the Pendragon line, a bastard child to Henry himself. All things considered, illegitimate or not, she was a valuable pawn in Stephen’s game of Queen’s Chess. Baseborn as he was, Wilhelm wasn’t fit to kiss her slippers.
And by the by, if he couldn’t win the hand of the daughter of a lowly baron, winning Seren would be hopeless.
Reminded of Ayleth of Bamburgh, Wilhelm’s mood soured. With a grumble, he tossed down the tuft of straw, kicking it annoyedly, finally losing the battle of wills with his belly—he was famished, damn it all to hell.
Twenty minutes—that’s all he needed. Those bloody ships wouldn’t be going anywhere in the meantime. Merely twenty minutes, he reasoned, and then it was time to take more drastic measures.
Morwen Pendragon was due to be released from the Tower on the morrow, and she would immediately set out to accomplish what her minions could not. She would ferret out her daughters more easily than Wilhelm ever could, and judging by what that Shadow Beast had been capable of, its contemptible mistress was a force to be avoided at all cost.
No bloody wonder her daughters ensconced themselves like moles, never daring to peer out of their holes.
One way or another he was going to find a way aboard that ship… but first things first; it was time to silence the beast in his belly. His temper would be far less offensive if he shoveled something down his gob, and with that decided, he cast a last glance at the Whitshed, then made straight for the smoking brick building at the edge of the market, his nostrils flaring over the scent of freshly cooked fowl.

AFTER ALL THESE MONTHS, Ellie and Rose must be worried sick. Seren was right; they couldn’t depart England without sending news. But as the time neared to depart, Arwyn grew more and more anxious by the second.
Pacing relentlessly, she chewed at her nails.
Much as she loathed to confess it, she understood why Seren didn’t wish for her to accompany them to the courier: Arwyn hadn’t much composure, nor even a smattering of her sisters’ dewine skills, but alas, she needn’t have any dewine skills to sense impending doom.
Even now, safe in the bowels of this vessel, with so many of Matilda’s allies surrounding her, she knew...
Something dreadful was looming, something she couldn’t see or hear, but something she could feel… deep, down in her bones, like an ague.
Back and forth.
Back and forth, she paced.
The wooden floor was dry and full of splinters. Her slippers were ragged, catching every sliver as she passed. Muttering an oath, she took off her shoes and cast them away.
Ten long days they’d awaited opportune sailing weather—ten fear-filled days, wherein every second of every day they’d worried Morwen would find them. After all, Dover was no bastion, for Matilda and Stephen’s guards were here in droves. It defied logic to be here at all, in the heart of Stephen’s domain, but Seren, in her wisdom, had argued against doing what everyone expected them to do. Instead of fleeing north, they’d talked a fisherman into ferrying them east, traveling by night on the Thames all the way to Gravesend. Then, afoot they’d gone to Canterbury, where they sought shelter with the Church.
Fortunately, even after all these years, their empress sister still had friends in high places. Escorted by Matilda’s allies, they’d come south to Dover only to bide their time aboard this vessel. Now, very soon, after all the stories Elspeth told about Matilda, they would finally embrace their half-sister. And, so much as Rhiannon loved to begrudge Ellie’s affection for their father’s only true remaining heir, Matilda must not be so terrible as Rhi liked to believe—not if she so willingly offered her protection. By sundown, if everything went well, they would disembark in Calais. From there, they would venture to Rouen—safe at last out of Morwen’s grasp.
On her birthday, no less, they would finally depart England, and with a bit of luck and wind, Captain Airard assured them they could make the journey in less than three hours’ time—only so long as Seren returned before the tide turned, and so long as their mother remained ignorant of the journey.
Faith, she commanded herself.
Have faith.
After all, it was faith that brought them to Dover.
Where are you, Seren?
By now, Arwyn’s nails were spent to the quick, and regardless, she couldn’t stop fretting.
What a heinous way to spend her birthday.
What if, after all, their mother should glean their intentions? All it would take to endanger the crossing would be for Morwen to have a small inkling they were traveling. Even from her tower prison, she could send a fog like the one she’d sent to doom the White Ship.
Look at the bright side, Arwyn…
There was no sign of Mordecai, nor any of her mother’s minions. And despite that fact, with so much at stake, Arwyn could no more find peace in her heart than she could have remained in her mother’s keeping. Perhaps, after all, she should have insisted on going with Seren…
“It’ll be faster if you remain aboard ship,” her sister maintained. “No one will be searching for a woman alone with a young boy. And besides, Arwyn, you’ll attract undue attention.”
“I would cast a glamour,” she’d argued.
“Will you?” her sister had said, and Arwyn had blushed, because, nay, she could not. Her glamour spells were sorely deficient, and in the end, she was apt to move five freckles to one side of her face. Therefore, she’d relented—and here she remained, with sore fingers and a sulky mood.
Truth be told, the simple fact that they had avoided capture so long was more a testimony to Matilda’s influence—none so much to their own ingenuity. Seren had no guile and Arwyn had no magik, but, thankfully, no matter that Arwyn and Seren had no true relationship with their empress sister, they were bound by blood—and more, they were bound by a common purpose. More than anything, they would love to see Stephen deposed. Perhaps he wasn’t as wicked as their mother, nor so greedy as his sour-faced wife, nor even as mean as his son, but he had nevertheless forsworn a sacred oath to their father, and his ignoble actions placed England at war—fourteen long years now. God help them all if Morwen should succeed in replacing father with son.
So much death.
So much destruction.
So much deceit.
All about her, the ship creaked like a bag of old bones. Arwyn could hear them trampling over deck with last-minute preparations. It was a continual reminder that she was alone amidst strangers—whether they be allies, or not. After all, it would only take one traitor to reveal them, and it would be a terrible travesty if they were discovered so close to escape, when there was hope at last.
Seren is fine, she told herself.
It must be true, else she would know it. If aught should ever happen to any of her sisters, she would know it deep, deep down. They were connected, one to another, and each to the other. As dewines, they shared a very special bond, and she and Rose deeper yet because they were twins.
Somewhere up on deck, there came a dreadful thud, followed by a long interval of silence, and the heavy silence unnerved Arwyn even more than the preceding racket.
Irritated with herself—particularly, because this worrisome behavior was precisely why none of her sisters ever trusted her to comport herself accordingly—she reached into a hidden skirt pocket and plucked out the shard of crystal she’d stolen from her mother’s chamber.
She and her sister both had a piece of Merlin’s Crystal. It was the last thing they did before leaving Westminster—shatter the scrying stone so Morwen couldn’t seek them.
However, for much of the time since leaving London, Arwyn’s shard had remained dark. At the instant it was flickering softly, and the light pulse managed to calm her nerves as words alone could not.
Fire was Arwyn’s one true affinity, but though she liked to jest that Rosalynde had leached her powers in the womb, her lack of skill could simply be because their bloodline was no longer so pure. Her grandmother was not the first to wed a commoner. Long, long before Morgan Pendragon married a prince of Gwynedd, their great-great-great grandmother, Yissachar—the elder daughter of Creirwy and Taliesin—married a Briton. She and her sisters were of a very noble and ancient bloodline, but little by little, their dewine legacy was dying… Like the shard in her hand, her dewinefolk were broken and scattered.
It was heart-wrenching to see what remained of such a venerable heirloom.
Mesmerized by the flickering in her hand, she sat upon the bed, wondering idly if she would ever wed, and if her children would be more inclined to the Craft. Unlike Elspeth, Arwyn had no fear of the hud at all, and though she knew enough to respect it immensely, she desperately longed to wield it like their sister Rhiannon.
And perhaps she still might… they had the Book of Secrets after all. Once she was reunited with Ellie and Rose, she could apply herself to the Craft, study hard, and perhaps someday she would wield magik at least as well as Rose.
“Happy birthday, sweet Rose,” she said fondly. Until this terrible travesty, she and her twin had never spent a day apart, much less a birth anniversary.
How she missed Rose. Rose understood her better than anyone, and though they couldn’t be more different, her twin was everything Arwyn was not, and Arwyn was everything Rose was not. Together they were whole.
Above deck there came another boom, and the shard in her hand glowed a little brighter. Strange but… she was no longer afraid. Comforted by the crystalized flame in her palm, she wondered what the flickering meant. So often it seemed the shard was like the piece of a puzzle, showing bits and bobs. Betimes it was possible to put hers together with Seren’s and more easily recognize a face, or a place. But it was impossible to say what this meant.
Turning the crystal, she studied it intently, in much the same manner she would, as a girl, sit for hours and stare into a hearth fire. No matter that she could never see what Rhiannon saw in those flames, she could still feel things. They’d had a maid called Isolde who’d claimed the world was born of fire and that someday it would be consumed by fire. Nothing about this prophecy frightened Arwyn. To the contrary, it intrigued her. Her soul was akin to fire and, even now, she could feel the intensity of her affinity simmering through her veins.
I am fire, fire becomes me.
Mollified by the glow in her hand, she marveled over what she held… the tiny shard, along with the Book of Secrets… they were all that remained of their dewine legacy. And yet for all that her name meant enlightenment, Arwyn herself was a testament to a dying breed. Sadly, the sons and daughters of Uther and Yissachar would be the last to bear Taliesin’s blood, for it was one thing to be a Pendragon, and another to be a dewine born of the blood of Taliesin. These two things were not one of the other; they were each unto their own. Uther Pendragon was not a dewine, and neither was Taliesin a Pendragon. As a matter of due course, their dewine blood would continue to thin until not one drop remained, and no men or women were left who could conjure a mist, less remember the Promised Land.
Feeling a chill in the cabin, she tore her gaze away from the crystal and returned the shard to her pocket, focusing on the tinder in the brazier. There, ribbons gathered and converged into a point of light. Her dewine eyes could see what other folks might not—the twisting and turning of the aether as sparks ignited in the brazier. Encouraged by the ease of her magik, and only to try it—because she was thirsty—she laid out a palm, attempting to gather water from the aether as Rosalynde could do… Already, there were particles in the air, and her dewine senses could feel them, but unlike Rosalynde, she couldn’t bring them together. It was no more a fantastical feat than to watch a lodestone draw metal, but it seemed that leaves could do a better job than she could, gathering dew by morn, whilst she accomplished naught.
Her palm remained dry as a bone and her tongue parched. She daren’t go above deck without Seren, and she knew the men were all too busy to serve her.
Frowning, disgusted, because she understood very well how it all worked and simply couldn’t perform the magik, she flicked another glance at the brazier.
By now, she had studied the Craft as dutifully as her sisters, and she kept her faith in the Old Ways, but for all that, she could only mindspeak with her twin, and draw a simple fire; that was all. She was a poor excuse for a witch.
Startled by the turn of the doorknob, Arwyn glanced up. The door creaked opened, revealing a black-hooded figure—a man she didn’t recognize. Startled, she bounded up from the bed, her heart hammering over the look on his face.
“What is it?” she demanded. “Is it my sister? Where is Seren?”
The man’s grin slowly unfurled. His dark eyes narrowed, and his canine teeth pressed ruthlessly over his lips. It was only then, as he glared at her, that she realized his black eyes held an unnatural gleam, and fear sidled down her spine. All the calm she’d managed to attain vanished in the blink of his eyes. Not once during the past ten days had she encountered this man aboard ship, neither below deck nor above.
“Who are you?” she demanded.
“Your sister will return soon,” he said, smirking as he closed the door. He reached up to pull the bolt across to bar it.
Arwyn took a step backward, the tiny hairs on her nape prickling. “Who are you?” she asked again.
In answer, his grin spread wider, the pressure of his canines turning his lips bloodless.
“Who I am is of far less import than who sent me, my dear. Your mother is heartily aggrieved not to be able to celebrate your birth anniversary as she longs to.”
Betrayed!
Arwyn opened her mouth to scream, but the instant she did so, her tongue grew fat in her mouth, choking her words as well as her breath. Her fingers flew to her throat as the man jiggled the door to make sure it was locked. Arwyn took another defensive step backward.
“Dear girl… you gave us a time,” he scolded. “No matter how thoroughly we searched, we could simply not find you. We thought for certes you would fly north. But nay… here you are.”
Clawing at her throat, Arwyn tried again to scream, but no sound squeezed through her tightened throat.
Clearly, this was her mother’s servant—one of the many fanatics who bowed to Morwen’s every whim.
Watching her face, smiling cruelly as she attempted to speak again, he said, “I am not so adept as your mother, but she taught me well.” And with that revelation, he shoved back the hood of his cloak. “You see… we have met before,” he said, introducing himself. “My name is Bran.”
Arwyn’s eyes widened with fright. She shook her head. Nay! It couldn’t be. Bran was the name of her mother’s familiar. Bran—the beady-eyed raven Morwen kept by her side.
Shivering with fear, recognizing the unholy light in the man’s eyes, she nevertheless knew it to be true and she made a dash for the door. Bran caught her too easily, flying at her with his cloak unfurled and pushing her back onto the bed like a limp doll. “Where are your manners?” he scolded. “Nay, sweetling. We shall sit and wait for your pretty sister. And once she returns, we will all return to your mother.”
Choking on her fear as much as her tongue, Arwyn scrambled backward on the bed, away from this unholy beast. Her gaze skittered across the room, from the door, over the walls, searching for something—anything, she could use to defend herself. But even as she searched, she knew… she knew… this man had come to her armed with her mother’s magik… Arwyn had no magik at all.
She had but one tool at her disposal…
Only one.
Fire.
His smile stretched over those canines, widening so that his nose curved under like a beak. “I see you understand, my dear girl.” And he cast a hand out. “Truly, there’s naught to be done.” His voice was ever-so calm. “Once your sister returns, my mission is complete. How pleased your mother will be.”
Oh, nay!
Nay! Nay!
It cannot end this way.
“More’s the pity for you, she’ll never underestimate you again.”
Hot tears burned Arwyn’s eyes. She wished so desperately to call for help, but even if she could have, she knew instinctively no one would hear. The surrounding silence was devoid of life.
Sweet fates! Had he murdered the captain and crew? Was that the sound she’d heard above deck? He leaned against the door now, his eyes smiling once he realized she understood the futility of her circumstances.
But… there was something she could do.
Until Seren returned, he had only her. Until Seren returned, her sister remained free. And, so long as one of them remained free, she would live to fight another day…
Like her mother, Bran was evil incarnate. Morwen must be stopped. At all cost her mother must be stopped. If no one stopped her she would doom England as surely as Cerridwen had once doomed Avalon. And if this man, in truth, was Bran, shapeshifting was hud du known to only one dewine in all creation: Cerridwen, the destroyer of realms.
Aye, ’tis she. You know what to do, sweet sister.
Rhiannon?
Trust your heart to the flame.
Somehow, it was as though Rhiannon herself came and embraced her, giving her strength in love, and in that instant, beyond all things earthly, Arwyn understood what must be done…
Bran constrained her words, but not her hands; that would be his undoing. One hot tear slid past her lashes, trickling onto her cheek as she reached into her pocket for the shard of Merlin’s Crystal, revealing it to Bran.
For an instant, her mother’s minion tilted his face as though mesmerized. The shard ignited blue, and Rhiannon needn’t speak again to say what she must do. Arwyn already knew. She was lost. Now that Bran had her in his grasp, he’d never set her free. He was far too canny to succumb to tricks. But Arwyn had no magik. And worse, she had no guile.
No one would come to rescue her—only Seren, and Seren was no match for this servant of darkness.
If they returned to their mother, their lives would be forfeit.
Sadness squeezed her heart, and her pupils reflected the blue firelight in her hand… else the fire in her eyes imbued the crystal…
The most tragic thing in the world for a flame burning bright was to become a harbinger of darkness.
Right now, this instant, Arwyn was the flame. She was born for this instant. No one could save her, but she could save Seren.
It was an instant too long before Bran understood what she held in her hand. The shard transmuted. The blue flame in her hand illumined the entire room. And before Bran could stop her, she hurled the crystal at the door where it burst into bright blue flames.



Chapter
Two

Excitement danced down Seren’s spine.
Come nightfall she and Arwyn would be far, far from this nest of vipers, but at the instant, with the sun shining so brilliantly, she sorely regretted having left her cooped up aboard that ship—on her birthday no less.
After nearly a sennight of raging storms, today was the Saturday Feria, and the entire affair reminded Seren of the merchant days at Llanthony, when Father Ersinius entertained his artisans. Naturally, that was always a crush, but nothing like this. The market affected an air of celebration, with jugglers and musicians in attendance and balladeers singing at the top of their lungs.
A wistful reed and a bullish lute vied for attention, even as the scent of Frankish perfumes competed with the aroma of smoked meats and the bright, inescapable hues of artisanal crafts.
Excited by the prospect of returning with a treat for Arwyn, she dug a hand into the pocket she’d sewn into her dress, searching for coins, and frowned when she encountered only loose bits of a philter for a glamour spell, and a shard of Merlin’s Crystal—worthless to anyone who didn’t know what it was. “Jack!” she called out, but he was already off around a corner, in a hurry to return to his father.
She quickened her pace.
Her escort this morning was a sweet lad, whose sense of duty was inarguable. Ignoring tarts and mouth-watering pastries, he hurried past fine, wooden boats with beautiful silk sails, but it was inconceivable to her that a boy could turn a blind eye to so many treasures.
There were desirables in every booth they passed, everything from intricate, wooden carvings inlaid with gold and beautiful, soft furs to sweets and strange, fire-colored fruits from faraway lands.
And, ye gods! If her nose spoke true, there must be every sort of bread to be had—biscuits, bloomers and barm cakes, walnut, fig, sourdough and rye. It was enough to make her mouth water and her eyes bulge with desire.
“Care t’ try a boit?” asked a jolly looking fellow holding a morsel of pie. Seren shook her head, though regretfully. Jack was moving so swiftly now it was all she could do to keep up.
Sweet tarts. Oh, my!
“Jack!” she called again, reaching once more into her pocket, as though by sheer will alone she could alter their circumstances—and perhaps Rhiannon could, but Seren could not. Her magik was scarcely more puissant than Arwyn’s, although at least Seren could keep a glamour, and failing that, she wasn’t terrible with concealment spells, although at Jack’s breakneck pace, a concealment spell wasn’t necessary. They must be a blur to everyone’s eyes.
Arwyn would love one of those tarts.
This year was the first year she and her sisters had spent their birth anniversaries apart. After all they had already endured, Seren hadn’t wished to remind Arwyn she was spending hers so far from Rose, but she was fooling herself if she believed Arwyn wasn’t already lamenting the fact. From their very first breaths, and perhaps before, those two had shared an uncommon bond, as twins always must.
A tart would put a smile on her face, but, unless she could convince Jack to slow down and part with a copper or two, there wasn’t any reason to linger.
She caught up to him at long last, and asked, “How long have you been sailing with your Papa, Jack?”
“Since I was a wee boy,” he said.
Tall for his age, with sweet blue eyes and hair as yellow as the blossom of the broom, he mustn’t be older than twelve.
Seren smiled at his choice of words. “You are still a boy,” she said warmly, and he blushed fiercely.
Truly, it wasn’t that she meant to disparage him, only that she wished to remind him that one day all-too-soon his opportunities to smash meat pies down his gob would be gone. He would be a man grown, with a man’s duties, and if sweet tarts held any appeal at all, he would be honor-bound to spend his coin far more sensibly.
Without slowing, he lowered a hand to his knee cap, and said, with his odd accent, “Since I was here. Now, I am three and ten—hardly a boy.” And he tossed her a backward glance, with want-to-be wayward eyes.
Seren was all-too accustomed to such glances, but, alas, so it seemed, even thirteen-year-olds were not immune to her gifts. His gaze fell briefly upon her bosom, and quickly darted away. But he deepened his voice, and his cheeks turned rosy. “I have seen more than most,” he said, straightening his spine, and Seren smiled, suspecting it could well be true, but she refrained from pointing out that he wasn’t even born yet when Stephen stole her father’s throne. Still and all, he seemed wise beyond his years, and he was responsible to a fault. Today, his Papa had tasked him with escorting Seren to the courier, and come what may, he hadn’t been willing to deviate from that task, not even for the promise of a sweet tart.
Ah, well. There would be time enough for treats later. Matilda was sure to have bakers by the dozens.
“Do you think we will be in Calais by nightfall?” she said, getting excited again.
Jack cast her a backward glance, and said, sounding too much like a chiding Papa, “Not if we are haggling wi’ every peddler we see.”
Alas, point well taken.
Avoiding eye-contact a bit more dutifully, Seren kept her chin down, following her escort, and so it was that she missed the smoke curling up into the mid-morning sky… until they rounded a corner and emerged onto the Marine Parade. But even then, she thought little of the unfurling smoke, or even the congregation, until she overheard a snippet of conversation:
“Pity that… new ship.”
“Can’t see anybody’s gonna make it out alive.”
It was only then she peered up, her gaze focusing on the angry column of smoke that spewed upward into the bright, sunny sky—the ominous image so incongruous with the day that it momentarily confused her.
And then she looked closer… spotting a congress of ravens, flying altogether in a swell, and her heart constricted painfully… Morwen.
Jack gave a holler, pushing through the crowd, shoving men and women alike as he abandoned Seren to the crowd.
Fueled by something else, not only the desire to keep up, Seren hurried behind him, her heart hammering painfully, as she, too, pushed her way through a thickening crowd.

LESS THAN TWENTY MINUTES; that’s all it took to ferret out his smoked bird, part with another copper and swallow his supper whole. Swiping the film of grease from his lips with his sleeve, Wilhelm re-emerged into the marketplace, feeling replete. There was naught like a belly-full to clear the head. But he stopped cold, catching sight of the thick column of smoke rising into the afternoon sky.
It was coming from the docks.
Something like dread shot through him, spurring him into movement. Cutting through the mob, he ran until he could see the smoke’s origin, and there he froze again.
It was the Whitshed…
All ships were potential fire traps, but this one burned with a vengeance.
Even as he watched, a brilliant blue ball shot up from the ship’s bowels, spitting yarns and yarns of blue flame, like a dragon spewing fire.
God’s bones! Even at this distance he could hear the crackling of wood and the ocean hissing beneath the ship’s burning belly. It was unlike anything he’d ever witnessed. From stem to stern, the Whitshed was a raging inferno.
A sick feeling curdled his gut—something like indigestion, only worse, though it had little to do with the greasy turkey leg he’d just consumed.
It was all he could do not to chug it up as he stood watching… remembering… the stink of burning flesh. “Sweet Mother of Christ,” he said, under his breath.
Horrified, but drawn toward the flames, he moved slowly forward, pushing silently through the crowd, even despite that he stood heads taller than most men, and could see more than he wished to see.
The closer he came to the inferno, the hotter his face burned, until he could venture no closer.
There was only one thing he knew for certain: If the Pendragon sisters were aboard that ship, they were caught in a hell storm. It was not survivable—not even for witches.
Swallowing convulsively, his first thought was for his brother’s wife. Already, Rosalynde had suffered more than enough heartache, and this was bound to devastate her. He’d made her a promise—to find and return her sisters. He’d begged her not to worry, and every day of these past few months he’d dedicated every waking moment to locating her sisters. Only, once he’d managed to find them, he’d taken his sweet time about retrieving them, utterly failing his mission.
Twenty minutes, he thought. Twenty bloody minutes.
The ship was a pyre. Two hundred tons, and twenty five meters of roaring tinder, and even as he stood watching, the masthead cracked, then buckled, toppling straight into the burning bowels of the Whitshed, even as another roaring ball of blue flame erupted from the ship’s entrails.
Bits of material—God knew what else—rained down from the sky. The remembered stench sent his mind reeling and his stomach heaving. He leaned over, spewing his guts on the back of a spectator’s boots, then wiped his hand across his mouth. The man wailed in complaint, fists curling by his sides as he turned, then froze as he faced Wilhelm… and then Wilhelm saw her.
Seren Pendragon.
She was unmistakable, with that rich mane of golden-red curls—a tumbling cascade not unlike the shade of a pale, cool flame.
Shoving the sour-faced lout out of his way, he bolted in her direction.

SEREN STOOD FROZEN, her heart wrenching painfully as Jack bolted toward the fiery wreckage. Even as he ran, a host of men fell upon him, restraining him and he struggled in vain. “Papa!” he shouted. “Papa! Let me be! That’s my Papa!”
There was another thunderous explosion. Seagulls shrieked as a roiling ball of blue flame catapulted skyward, spewing a shower of bright blue flames. Bits of blackened debris rained down on the crowd. Ash kissed her lips. Even from this distance, she could feel the heat on her face. But it was another flame she tried desperately to locate amidst the burning tinder… that of her sister’s Heart Flame.
If you knew how to sense them, souls were as tangible as any part of a sanguine being—all the more so, for it was the essence of life itself, bound to the aether. But there was nothing remaining of her sister’s life force… only how could she have passed so swiftly, so completely without Seren ever knowing—all the while her attention had been on tarts and treats? Sick to her belly and sick to her heart, she stood, wide eyed and frightened. “Arwyn,” she cried softly.
“Come with me,” demanded a stranger, his hand closing about her arm.
Seren resisted as he tried to drag her away. “Nay,” she refused. “Nay!” Ducking under a man’s arm, she freed herself and bounded toward the wreckage, shouting for Jack.
GOD’S BONES.
Wilhelm couldn’t linger to see to that whelp.
Seren was his only concern at the moment, and if her sister was aboard that vessel, not even God could save her.
The conflagration was luring onlookers from the market and nearby streets. If he didn’t get Seren away from this place, it would only be a matter of moments before the guards swarmed the area and spotted her. All her months of eluding the King’s Guards would come to naught.
“Lady Seren,” Wilhelm pleaded. “Please! Come!”
“Nay,” she screamed. “Nay! I have to find my sister—Jack!”
Instinctively, Wilhelm tightened his grip on her arm, holding her steady as a black haze bracketed his vision and a wave of bile surged into his throat. Much as he wished to believe he was immune to it, the fire was taking a toll on him, body and soul. The burning at Warkworth was still too fresh in his memory, and the back of his knees and palms began to sweat.
Battling nausea, he held Seren’s arm as a flash of memory assaulted him—fat and flesh sliding off bones. God have mercy, he remembered his terror as he’d stood counting Warkworth’s dead—primal and alien to a man who’d spent his entire life training to look death in the face.
But this was something new—it wasn’t only fear for himself. He was terrified for Seren, and he couldn’t think while she was fighting him. Reacting instinctively, he battled through his nausea, lifting her up and hoisting her over his shoulder to carry her away.
RUDELY, and without warning, the stranger cast Seren over his shoulder like a worthless sack of grain. Screaming, struggling against his hold, she craned her head up, fixing her gaze on the burning ship, all the while pummeling his back and shouting for him to release her.
Not for an instant did she consider that she too might be in peril. Her only worry was for Arwyn. And when he did not release her, she screamed louder, though she knew it was done in vain; Arwyn was gone. She felt the loss acutely, like a limb ripped from her body, and she let out a low, keening sob, wilting in despair over her captor’s back. And even as they fled the scene, she heard the thundering of iron-clad hooves and the shouts of men.
“Make way,” they shouted. “Make way for the King’s Guard!”



Chapter
Three

Discouraged, Rosalynde thrust after her husband, missing again, striking the wooden post they’d erected only this morning—a pillar to mark the foundation of the new armory. With a clatter, the sword smacked the wood—so hard she felt the crack clear to the small bones of her hand. The impact left her hands aching, but the pillar scarcely trembled.
“Be damned,” she exclaimed.
“Don’t lunge,” her husband said equably.
It was only one of a thousand rules he’d been boring into her skull—assess your surroundings, grip the sword properly, hold it steady, avoid stabbing, step away from the blade. Goddess only knew, there were too many moves and countermoves; she despaired to get any right. As it was, it had taken Rosalynde weeks and weeks of practice only to lift her new sword, and she still had a long way to go before she could wield it well enough to use it—not for lack of trying.
“Pay attention,” her husband persisted.
“Goddess take your tongue, Giles! I am paying attention,” she said plaintively—and she was. Alas, it was all she could do to swing the heavy steel, much less guide it properly to any given target. It wasn’t nearly as easy as it appeared to be whilst watching her husband at his swordplay.
It didn’t help matters overmuch that she didn’t actually wish to strike Giles, not even with the flat of her blade. Now that it was her sword, not his, she feared the power it wielded, and she wished with all her heart that he would allow her to practice with someone else—someone more at her level and preferably, someone who wouldn’t bleed.
Unfortunately, not his brother because Wilhelm had been gone now for weeks. Glancing up into clear blue sky, she longed for a messenger, thinking that surely, by now, Wilhelm must have learned something.
“Remember,” said Giles. “I was ten before I could hold a blade upright.”
Rosalynde scowled at him. “Do tell; is that supposed to make me feel better?” she asked. “Lest you forget I am twenty today, not ten.” And that was another thing to sour her mood: Of the precisely twenty birthdays she’d celebrated in this mad world, she’d spent every last one with her twin. This was the first time in all her life she’d spent a birth anniversary apart from any of her sisters, much less Arwyn—and, by the by, what sort of celebration was this anyway? Prancing about a courtyard in leathers with a length of steel in her hand that she couldn’t possibly control?
“Be damned,” she said again.
Her husband grinned. “Shall we end for the day?”
“Nay,” said Rosalynde, repositioning her sword as he’d taught her to do, then sidling about so she could once again swing the blade at him.
With scarcely any effort, Giles lifted his sword, but this time she heard the clash of steel and felt the impact—no less painful than her crack against the post.
Perhaps sensing her eagerness to advance, Giles swung harder than usual. The impact sent Rosalynde scuttling backward, only to land on her rump.
“That was a good try,” he said. “But you must anticipate my movements as I do yours. If you swing where I was, you will cut thin air, and your opponent will slice you in two.”
Rosalynde’s brows collided. Her tailbone felt as though it could be crushed. Her hands and both wrists felt trembly and numb. Her ears were ringing as well. And nevertheless, with as much dignity as she could muster, she found her feet, rising and thrusting the tip of Caledfwlch into the soil at her feet.
The bloody sword was nearly as tall as she was. “Why must you leave?” she asked petulantly. “I don’t want you to go.”
But even as she said it, she understood why. There was too much at stake for Giles to remain here at Warkworth. The King had yet to learn of their marriage, and the day was coming soon when he was meant to return to London to claim his betrothed—not that he would, mind you. His intent was to repudiate Seren, but there was other business to be dealt with at large. She simply must learn to wield this sword. Her husband didn’t say anything, but his sympathetic look said everything. He held out his arms and she flung herself into his embrace, squeezing hard.
What would Seren do when she learned that Rosalynde had married her betrothed? Surely, her sister would understand—nor could she possibly care, but there was a wee part of Rose that felt guilty, nevertheless.
Very gently, her husband’s fingers caressed her back, even as her own danced about the serpents on the hilt of the blade—a sword once gifted to Uther Pendragon. Not even her husband could see what she saw—and felt—the faint, but endless writhing of the serpents beneath the pads of her fingers. It was this very sword that once felled the Dragon of the Isle, a formidable king of Briton.
As the story went, when Maelgwn ap Cadwallon reigned over Gwynedd, the Church tasked a Roman warrior by the name of Uther to smite the Dragon Lord. To ensure his victory, they enchanted this sword, Caledfwlch, with a powerful magik so that he who wielded it would never bleed, and he who suffered a scratch by it would perish, if not by violence, by disease. Rather than lose good men in battle, Uther devised a plan. He invited himself to Maelgwn’s court under the pretense of friendship, and he gifted Caledfwlch to this king of Gwynedd, placing the enchanted blade into the man’s upturned hands so that Maelgwn could admire the fine steel. While Maelgwn stood inspecting the sword, Uther drew it ever so slightly across the king’s hands so that the metal stung Maelgwn’s flesh. Soon thereafter, Maelgwn ap Cadwallon perished of the plague, and Uther took his castle, retrieving Caledfwlch for himself and designating himself as the new Pendragon. That sword, lost through the ages, was recently found in the unlikeliest of places: in her husband’s armory. He gifted it to her the night they sealed their vows—a sacrifice only Rosalynde understood to its depths.
Unfortunately, only a Regnant priestess could unlock the full scope of the sword’s magik to serve another, and Rosalynde was no Regnant priestess. Yay, the sword still glowed in the presence of evil, but that was the least of its enchantment. Unless imbued, she would bleed like anyone else.
But, for better or worse, it was hers—and so was this beautiful man, who cherished her by day and by night. They were bound to each other, if not by the King’s Law, then by the laws of Holy Church and the laws of man—wed first by a priest, and later, after returning from Aldergh to Warkworth, they’d exchanged holy words ordained by the Goddess:
Adiuro vos per amorem in perpetuum. Numquam Separari. Semper in fide.
Bound in love, separated never. Always in faith.
She only wished all her sisters could share in her joy; Arwyn in particular. As of yet, only Elspeth knew they were wed, and they’d spent so little time at Aldergh after their ceremony, because they’d had such important matters to attend at home—namely the restoration of Warkworth. Months later, the fortress was now walled, with two sturdy towers guarding the gate to their bailey. The keep itself was well underway, and as a testament to the influence her husband wielded, they had more than two-years’ worth of rations stored in case of a siege. But this was where Rosalynde must rise to the occasion, because if Stephen came calling with his armies, and Giles was not in residence, it would be up to Rosalynde to lead the garrison. With only days remaining before Giles was scheduled to depart, she was ill prepared for him to go, and she knew it. Merely because she was possessed of a renowned sword did not mean she was prepared to wield it.
Sensing her mood, Giles cupped her chin in a hand, lifting her face, forcing her to look him in the eyes—warm dark eyes that made Rosalynde’s heart squeeze painfully.
“What troubles you, wife?”
“I miss my sisters,” she said, without hesitation. Because it was true—and particularly today, she missed Arwyn more than words could say.
“I know,” he said with a sigh. “I know. Fear not, my love. My brother will find them, and bring them home. I promise we’ll find a way to recover Rhiannon as well.”
But nay. Infiltrating Blackwood was a fool’s mission, and she knew it. Giles had never seen their ancestral estate and couldn’t possibly understand how great a feat that must be. She doubted anyone could scale Blackwood’s walls. Cael d’Lucy was bound to have mended any disrepair, and he had the land itself as his ally. If Rhiannon, with all her magik, couldn’t escape the fortress, a thousand men in all their glory couldn’t penetrate the bulwark to rescue her. Even so, she nodded, if only for Giles’s sake. Her husband loved her truly, and his beautiful dark eyes were like a mirror, reflecting her joy and her sorrow as well.
“You’ve won my brother’s affection,” Giles persisted. “I vow he’ll move mountains to keep his promise to you.”
Rosalynde nodded, and this time, she said, with conviction, “I know.” And she smiled, warmed by the truth of her husband’s words and the unswerving loyalty of the gentle giant that was his bastard brother.
At first meeting, Wilhelm had been a curmudgeon. He’d scowled more than the Queen herself, but after their ordeal with that Shadow Beast, he’d come to respect Rosalynde. And then, when she gave all her gold marks for alms for Lady Ayleth’s soul, he’d come to love her as well. She had no doubt that he would bring home her sisters, or he would die trying. But that was the crux of it all: It was entirely possible he would die, and Wilhelm hadn’t any true notion how very dangerous her mother could be, even despite their tangle with that Shadow Beast. Alas, it was only a small taste of what Morwen was capable of.
Allowing her thoughts to wander, she considered the night she and her sisters had spent at Darkwood and shuddered. A full year later, it still gave her night terrors.
“Let us be done” said Giles, turning her about and putting an arm around her waist, gently leading her back to the marquee. “’Tis long past time to celebrate and I have a small gift to give you.”
“Another?” Rosalynde asked glibly, stretching her hand back and plucking her sword from the ground to take it with her.
“Aye,” he said. “Another. But this one will tickle your tongue and then later, I will tickle you with mine.”
Rosalynde giggled. “You are such an unrepentant lecher,” she said, jesting, but she reveled in the promise. For all that her husband was a servant of his Church, he was as lusty a lover as ever was born, and she was discovering day by day how to please him in return. If she kept it up, soon he might give up all resolve to leave her, and she would lock him away in their chamber, to tempt him day and night. The thought lifted her mood, but her joy turned to dust in her mouth. Without warning she felt as though she might swoon. The world wrenched itself from beneath her feet and her stomach heaved violently. It was a feeling unlike any she’d ever experienced before, but she understood what it was, because she’d feared this moment nearly every second of every minute of her life. And now… she knew… she knew precisely what it felt like to lose one of her sisters, and the feeling was… debilitating.
Clutching her breast, she fell to her knees. The pain was so intense that for an interminable moment she lied to herself, assuring herself it couldn’t be true.
But, yes, it was… she felt the loss acutely, like her very heart was being carved from her breast.
Fire turned to raining ash before her eyes, and just that swiftly, Arwyn was… gone.
“Arwyn,” she cried, and she would have spilled into a hapless puddle on the ground, but Giles swept her up into his arms. Her eyes stung as she blinked away tears and peered into her husband’s worried gaze. “Arwyn,” she said softly. “My sister… she is dead.”



Chapter
Four

It was done.
An old crow sat perched in the window, peering within.
Only moments ago, the sun had shone brightly. Now there was a pall cast over the day… a long shadow of gloom. It was impossible to say whether it could be storms… or whether Rhiannon herself summoned the brume.
For the first time since finding herself behind bars, she wept openly, daring her captor to speak a word to her. By the blessed cauldron, if he had come here to gloat or to hound her again, she would not be held responsible for the things she would do.
Hot tears burned her pale cheeks.
To his credit, Cael d’Lucy stood quietly, listening to her sobs from afar. Regardless that her gaol had only one small window, and there were none in the hall, she knew it was him because she recognized his boots, illumined by the golden light spilling out from her cell.
Choking on her grief, she couldn’t speak to demand her tormentor leave, but she needn’t say a thing because, after a moment, Cael d’Lucy turned about and walked away, the sound of his footfalls ebbing as he retreated—clearly more intimidated by her grief than he ever was by her threats. Perhaps he understood her better now: Rhiannon would never act imprudently. No matter what she liked to believe, no matter what her threats might be, she was ultimately responsible for everything she did. Every decision brought consequences, and if she needed more proof that she was naught more than a pawn in life’s cruel game, today she had confirmation.
Arwyn. Sweet Arwyn…
Her sister had never once spoken an unkind word to anyone.
Elder born by only minutes, she had lived contentedly in Rosalynde’s shadow, never regretting her lot for a single moment. If it pleased her sisters, Arwyn would be happy, and her sacrifice came as no surprise to Rhiannon.
She was gone… on her birthday, no less.
None of them would ever again have the chance to embrace her or tell her how much they loved her. How mean the fates could be—how cruel.
Anger surged through her veins, bursting forth from her lungs with a terrifying shriek that she hoped would cut fear into the hearts of d’Lucy’s minions.
Just as her own heart was shattering, her sisters’ hearts must be crushed as well. But, unlike Elspeth, Seren and Rosalynde, Rhiannon had always known this would happen, and there was naught she could have done to divert the hand of fate. She had lived every day of this past year knowing what end would come of her decisions, and any other choice made would have led to something worse—and regardless, Rhiannon was only master of her own fate. All she could do was make suggestions, and no one must heed them perforce. Free will was a gift from the gods and she was not her sisters’ keeper. No matter what encouragement she ever gave them, their choices must remain their own.
If Elspeth hadn’t fled Llanthony with Malcom, she would have found herself wed to Cael d’Lucy instead, and worse, Malcom would have betrothed himself to Dominique Beauchamp. More importantly, if Elspeth hadn’t escaped to Aldergh, she would never become an ally for Matilda. Rosalynde herself would never have found sanctuary after leaving with the grimoire, and Rosalynde’s affiliation with Giles now gave her possession of Caledfwlch, the only weapon of consequence that could return Cerridwen to her watery grave. All was as it should be, and no matter that Rhiannon wished she could take her sister’s place; that was simply not an option. To arrive at this place and time there was no other path to be taken, and if dearest Arwyn had not sacrificed her life to destroy Bran… Seren would not live to see another day. Somehow, though she didn’t know why, she sensed Seren’s life was more important than hers, but unfortunately, there was no way to be certain Arwyn had responded quickly enough. She was gone, truly, but there was no way to know for certain if Bran had survived her fiery retribution. Gods only knew, her sister might have died in vain. Glimpsing now at the fire burning in her brazier, tears blurred Rhiannon’s vision, and though she sought confirmation from the Goddess in the dancing flame, nothing was revealed to her.
“Sweet Goddess,” she whispered brokenly, sliding from her bed to her knees, then clasping her fingers in prayer—but not a prayer meant to be heard by the Goddess alone. Rhiannon would appeal to any who would listen.
“Mary, Mother of Christ; mother of Light, Oh, Wise One, for whom I am named… intervene if you please… please, please… lend my sisters strength—lend me your strength.”
There was still so much to be done… the way would be long and perilous for Seren, and there were obstacles to overcome…
“Please,” she begged.
I will wed the fool if it be your will.
I will do what must be done.
“Anything,” she swore.
I will do anything.

“PLEASE. I MEAN YOU NO HARM,” said the stranger. In an impossibly fluid maneuver for a man his size, he slid down from his saddle, swung the horse about, then dragged Seren down onto her own two feet, releasing her at once. “I am Wilhelm Fitz Richard,” he explained.
Heartsore, confused, Seren stumbled backward.
Fire. The Whitshed was on fire!
Even now she could taste the smoke clinging to her lips. She felt a sting in her eyes—though it could be tears. They were safely away from the harbor, perhaps, but grief clogged her throat, stealing her breath as surely as did the viscid, black smoke.
“M’lady,” the man entreated. And then, when she would not respond, he said more softly, “Lady Seren…”
“I must go back,” she said.
He shook his head very sadly. “Your sister is gone,” he said, and in the heat of that moment, Seren’s tears evaporated.
Her baby sister, her sweet darling, who’d never once inflicted her will upon others… gone?
Sweet fates! If only she had said yes when Arwyn asked to accompany her to the courier—if only!
If only.
If only.
If only!
But nay. She’d left her alone on that ship, and now she was dead. The realization made her long to empty her belly. Tears scalded the rims of her eyes.
“I’m so sorry,” he said.
“Nay,” she spat, lunging at him and clutching his sherte. “Take me back! You must take me back!”
“She is gone,” he said again, and every time he spoke those grotesque little words so calmly, Seren longed to scratch out his eyes. For every day of her past twenty-one years, she had been the gracious one, always reasonable, always serene, the peacekeeper in all things. At the instant, nothing Seren was feeling was vaguely familiar. She was a glowing ball of rage, burning as hot as the firestorm she’d left in the harbor, growing stronger with every word this man spoke.
He caught her wrists and held them away, as though he meant to cast her away, but he did not. His dark eyes were a mirror to her anguish, and he said very firmly, but calmly. “I cannot allow it.”
“You cannot allow it?” Seren raged. “Who are you to allow aught? I will go back. With, or without you.”
She needed to see that ship again—needed to be sure her sister wasn’t out there, frightened and alone, seeking help. “Arwyn,” she sobbed, because she knew in her heart it wasn’t true. She could sense her sister’s absence down to her marrow. Once more, she probed the aether, and knew beyond a doubt. Arwyn was gone.
Forevermore, the world would be deprived of her sister’s sweet smile—her quiet wisdom and endless fervor. All these things were turned to ash—and why?
What happened?
What in the name of the Goddess happened?
What could possibly have happened?
She asked herself these questions over and over, but even as she did so, she suspected the answer… Morwen.
Somehow, inexplicably, her mother must’ve discovered their plans—but, nay… wouldn’t she simply take Arwyn away? Why would she kill Arwyn? Would she truly have been so heartless to have murdered her own flesh and blood?
Seren’s eyes burned with unshed tears; rage frizzled them away—rage against her mother, rage against herself, rage against this rude beast who’d wrenched her away from the harbor. Without a by your leave, he’d seized her away from the docks, flinging her over his saddle, and for all she knew, he could have been the one to set that fire.
“I will not go with you,” she said. “You cannot make me.”
“I can, and will.”
“NAY! YOU’LL
NOT,” Seren said, flying at him again.
He caught her and held her firm, and if she glared at him with ill-repressed fury, Wilhelm more than anyone understood how she felt.
He knew because he’d stood in her shoes… except for the fact that he hadn’t had the luxury to stand there, raging against fates. Perforce, he had been the one to march into those ruins in search of their dead. And yet, more than he could bear, Seren’s sorrow and pain was his sorrow and pain, and even now, all these months later, he hadn’t properly mourned. The unrepressed grief and anger so apparent on her face was a mirror to his own.
Like a torrent, the sound of rushing blood deafened his ears. His heart pounded against the cage of his ribs, and he wanted desperately to shout back at her that she must listen. But he swallowed his words, constraining himself, holding her steady when he felt her knees might buckle.
But even then, her fingers wrenched at his sherte, clutching him desperately. Tears stung his eyes as her pale eyes beseeched him. It was that piteous look that nearly unmanned him. “Please,” she begged, and he was nearly undone.
He hadn’t wept that day while burying their dead, nor any day since, but he longed to weep with her now. His own grief throttled his words, and he swallowed with difficulty, assaulted by the image of Ayleth of Bamburgh’s body lying scorched before him. But this was not Lady Ayleth weeping. This was Seren Pendragon. Nor was she dead. She was alive. She was only broken as Wilhelm was broken.
In that instant Wilhelm felt a communion with Seren unlike any he’d ever experienced with anyone—not even with Lady Ayleth of Bamburgh. He’d pitied Lady Ayleth, in truth, much as he pitied Seren Pendragon, but this was not what rendered him speechless as he gazed into Seren’s shimmering blue eyes—eyes that were so pale a shade they reminded him of the silvery hue of a winter sea.
And… unlike Lady Ayleth, whose fingers were so rigid in death that he’d had to break them to rest them in repose, Seren Pendragon’s hands were clutching him in desperation, pleading with him to return her to the harbor… but he couldn’t. No, he wouldn’t.
For the longest time, she clung to him—or perhaps Wilhelm clung to her. He didn’t know, precisely. But he swore in that instant he would do all in his power to aid her—not only because he’d promised her sister. He would champion Seren Pendragon because they were one and the same. He would protect her, not because she was his sweet lady’s sister, but because there was a small boy inside him longing to do what she was doing right now… a boy as lost to the world as she was lost. “Shhhh,” he said. “Only think,” he begged. “Wouldst your sister wish you to put yourself at risk?”
WRENCHING HERSELF AWAY, Seren shoved at his chest. “What can you possibly know of my sister?”
What in the name of the Goddess could he know about anything?
Her face twisted with anger, and in that moment, she couldn’t have cared less if she looked like a demon possessed. If, in truth, men wept with longing o’er her beauty, there was naught in her countenance now that would lend truth to this tale. She felt as hideous as Morfran of legend—Morfran whose countenance was so hideous that his mother had pledged herself to the worst hud du. Filled with anguish, Seren let loose a scream at the top of her lungs.
“Seren,” he said softly. “Seren, please listen to me.” He gripped her by the shoulders and shook her gently. “It was your sister who sent me.”
Confused, Seren blinked at him. “Arwyn?”
“Nay, your sister Rosalynde. I am Wilhelm Fitz Rich⁠—”
It was so cruel to give hope, only to rip it away. So cruel! Once again, she flew at him, this time pounding his chest with all her fury. “I heard you the first time, my lord!”
A flash of irritation ignited behind his dark eyes as he caught her wrists once again, saving himself from the assault. Bewildered, Seren stilled, only because she was too confused to do aught else.
Who was this man? What was she supposed to do? Where should she go? Arwyn—oh, Arwyn, oh, nay.
“I’m no lord,” he explained. “I am baseborn son to Richard de Vere.”
De Vere?
De Vere!
“Giles?” she said, blinking with sudden comprehension.
He nodded. “Your betrothed,” he said, and when she did not respond at once, he prompted again, “Lady Seren?”
Seren’s jaw went slack. After everything that had transpired now, Giles de Vere would still force her to wed? Sweet mercy, in the wake of her sister’s death, marriage was the least of her concerns. Words failed her; grief caught in her throat like a sticky pit. And once again she wrenched herself away, this time, rubbing at her wrists. “He is not my intended,” she professed. “I
repudiate him!”
The man coughed, looking askance, then scratching the back of his head. “Aye, well,” he said. “As to that… whatever lies between you and my brother lies between you and my brother. ’Tis none of my concern. Rather, I was tasked to find you and return you safely to Warkworth and this I will do.”
He lifted his face to Seren’s and for an instant she was lost in his dark, fathomless gaze—eyes that were so profound they left her confused. But there was something in his expression that calmed her, because even despite that she was still furious with him, he was looking at her as though he somehow understood… and more… as though he felt her pain. For a long, long instant, she couldn’t avert her gaze.
Baseborn, so he’d claimed. Giles was his brother. Wide-shouldered, brawny and swarthy, Seren had little trouble believing the man could be lowborn. But something in her expression must have revealed misgivings, because he said, “Hold me in contempt, if you will… I am only here to help.”
Normally, Seren was not an angry soul. If the truth be known, she had the least temper of all her sisters, but it was so much easier to be angry with this behemoth—this beast of a man who seemed so intent upon forcing her to acknowledge the truth. “How can you help me?” she asked, lifting her chin defiantly. “Can you resurrect my sister?”
His jaw grew taut, and he pursed his lips, displacing a long, dark curl from his forehead as he shook his head. At one time, his hair might have been shorn in the Norman fashion, but it was overgrown now, and disheveled. His beard was sorely unkempt. “I am sorry,” he said. “Your sister cannot possibly have survived the blaze. She is gone, Seren, and you must return to Warkworth with me.”
Crying out in pain, Seren pressed her hands to her ears, refusing to hear, even knowing he spoke true. She simply could not accept it. Arwyn died on her birth anniversary, no less—alone!
Goddess, please, she begged.
Let it not be true.
How could she face Rose and Elspeth?
How could she look her sisters in the eyes and confess how miserably she’d failed Arwyn?
Perhaps sensing her distress, Wilhelm stepped forward, and all Seren’s years of careful aplomb shattered like Merlin’s Stone. White hot intensity surged through her veins, and she felt a tempest rising in her soul, manifesting a wind that spun between them and eddied into the tree tops, shivering the boughs. Witchwind. It seemed as though all her twenty-one years of careful restraint loosed at once, and the potency of it changed the weather.
Seren herself might have been startled, except that fury held her in its throes. She surrendered to the feeling, allowing her spirit to unfurl into the aether, hoping for the first time in all her life that her demeanor could be frightening.
She wanted to frighten this man. She wanted to scream. She wanted to send trees toppling. She wanted to shout obscenities at the heavens and drive a silver blade into her palm to cast the most hideous hud du. For the first time in all her living days she welcomed rage, and intuitively understood how the feeling could drive her mother to dark magik.
Fury, hot and savage twisted through her like a maelstrom, and something deep inside her snapped, like a twig. Something broke. Something Seren was sorely afraid she could never repair.
Somehow, she managed to recover herself, crossing her arms to keep from trembling, and after a long, long moment, the witchwind settled, but she could spy through the treetops that the sky was no longer blue. The storms that had plagued the city for more than a sennight had returned, and the air held a new chill.



Chapter
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She was doing this.
Somehow, she was causing the change in the weather.
It took Wilhelm a full moment to realize what precisely was transpiring, and if he hadn’t understood intrinsically who and what she was… he might never have believed what he was witnessing. His skin prickled as he watched storm clouds form overhead. In scant seconds the air went from balmy to blustery, and every tree without substantial girth shivered against the onslaught. The occurrence was enough to make a grown man piss his breeches, and nevertheless, he wasn’t afraid. He understood intuitively what she was going through. She was taking refuge in her anger—as had he. No matter what he’d wished to believe of the lady his brother was once betrothed to, he recognized a gentle soul when he met one, and realizing he was only making matters worse, he stepped back, giving her space to breathe.
The wind calmed when she calmed, but Wilhelm was more ashamed than he was relieved. He’d never once manhandled a woman, and if she still had eyes to see, Lady Ayleth would have been mortified by his rudeness. He took meager comfort in the fact that if he’d not taken Seren out of that city, she too would be lying six feet under, like Ayleth.
For his own part, the scent of smoke clinging to his leathers was enough to make him empty his guts, but he swallowed the bile that rose again and held his aplomb for the lady’s sake. Desperate to have her heed him, he said very gently, “M’lady?”
Seren peered up, blinking.
Her face, though filled with outrage, was as beautiful as he remembered. But, as livid as she might be, he recognized the sorrow nestled in her wintry eyes, and God’s bones… the sight of her suddenly discomfited him, because, in contrast, he was nothing more than a lumbering beast.
Even as far as Warkworth, he’d heard tales of men who were driven to duel over the Beauty of Blackwood, and he could easily see why. It was this aspect of her that he’d been so afraid would blind his brother. He’d been sorely afraid Giles would turn his heart against Warkworth and against vengeance if only for the grace of her smile, because, in truth, hers was a face that could inspire men to war.
Standing here, now, regarding her, he couldn’t help but remember the day they’d arrived in London so Giles could claim her as his bride—was that only three months ago? On that day Wilhelm had vowed to keep Lady Seren as far away from Warkworth as humanly possible. He’d called her a witch and he’d promised to thwart Giles at every turn, certain as he was that she was a spy for the King. And for all that ado about nothing, he stood here now, fully prepared to see the lady home. Only now that he’d witnessed her untempered emotion, he knew in his heart that she was innocent of her mother’s treachery. These sisters were all blameless, and one had lost her life to prove it.
Seren, too, might have met that fate. Now it was his duty to keep her safe. And yet, what a tricky web they’d spun. For, even now, he was certain King Stephen had no inkling his brother had forsaken Seren to wed her younger sister; and he doubted Seren knew it either.
How could she possibly? Rosalynde and Giles were wed in secret, and even if their vassals suspected, none would defy their lord to divulge it. For better or worse, Seren must still believe she was betrothed to Giles, and Wilhelm wasn’t sure how much to reveal. “M’lady,” he said when she was calm enough to listen. “I swore an oath to find you and return you to Warkworth; this is what I must do.”
Her brows slanted. “To my intended?” she asked, and it took Wilhelm a full moment to respond. Though, in the end he decided it would be best if she thought he acted with authority.
“Aye,” he said gravely. “To your… intended.” But he cursed even the sound of that lie on his lips.
SEREN’S BROWS COLLIDED.
On the day her sister quit London, she and Arwyn had spied Rosalynde in their mother’s crystal traveling with two men. She was so certain it was Giles de Vere, and some part of her had dared to believe Giles must be her sister’s champion. But it would seem Lord Giles still intended to honor his vows. But what if, after Seren denied him, he would feel compelled to return her to her mother? Or, worse. What if he were the very one her mother had sent to retrieve her?
Plainly, Giles couldn’t care one whit about her, else he’d have come to find her himself, instead of sending his bastard brother in his stead.
But, of course, he must have delivered Rose to Aldergh. Her sister would never have trusted him. Rosalynde would have kept her glamour spell and she would have allowed the King’s lackeys to continue believing her a hapless nun. Only then could she have avoided their lechery and rest assured of their compliance. Men were generally faithless, were they not? Even her own father had discarded them so easily. But she remembered the undisguised look of hatred on Giles’s face as he’d regarded her mother in the King’s Hall and hope flared in her breast. “You said you were sent by my sister, Rose? Where is she?”
He made some frustrated sound, then, once again scratched at the back of his neck. “Warkworth,” he said, and, before Seren could speak another word to question him, he reached out to place a hand on her shoulder, looking her straight in the eyes. It was impossible to think clearly while he gazed at her so compassionately, and to make matters worse, she found his voice, soft as a whisper, equally as disconcerting. Perhaps under different circumstances, Seren might have even considered him handsome, except for that razor-thin scar that parted his left brow.
“As God is my witness,” he said. “I am your servant.”
When she said naught, he continued. “I will see you safely to Warkworth. And once there, reunited with Rosalynde, you may decide for yourself where else you might go. I warrant my brother will
not keep you against your will.”
Seren lifted a brow. It was not her experience that any man should ever behave so honorably. In fact, over the past year she’d endured much at the hands of “honorable men”—a grope as she passed in the hall, a wandering eye, a crude gesture when it was certain no one was looking. Even Father Ersinius had cornered her inside the chapel at Llanthony, where God’s eyes were said to keep their keenest vigil. And yet, her sister Elspeth had, indeed, found herself a champion. If there was one, perhaps there could be two… and where there were two, might there be three?
It was as though Wilhelm read her mind. “There is no love lost betwixt my brother and your mother,” Wilhelm said.
Seren considered the verity of his words. “What about you?”
A hint of a cruel smile turned his lips. “I cannot lie. I wouldst put my hands around her throat if ever I could,” he confessed.
Seren sensed he spoke true, and if she’d also sensed he understood her grief, she now remembered why. He, too, had suffered a devastating loss—perhaps, even worse than hers, if only by measure, because his entire family was burned alive. And yet… she could not bring herself to trust him so blindly—nor was she prepared to dismiss his initial rudeness, tossing her willy-nilly over his horse.
Unfortunately, he was thrice her size. He didn’t have to win her consent. Nor, by the same token, must he say sweet things to sway her, she realized. If he were so inclined, there was naught she could do to prevent him from sweeping her away—not even magik could stop him. It didn’t work quite that way, and considering how little time she’d had to study the grimoire, the witchwind had come as a surprise.
Reminded of that, she peered up into the sky, noting the darkened horizon—lingering evidence of her temper. But, truly, never before in her life had she experienced such a tempest. She only knew about such things after reading the Book of Secrets. Tied to emotions, a witchwind was essentially the inspiration of the world, inexorably linked to the soul of a witch. Just as some dewines could use fire or water, a stormwitch could harness the wind, making use of its energies in much the same manner some dewines used crystals, sunlight or moonlight. It was a powerful tool she had never anticipated using, and be that as it may, she didn’t know how to control it. And now that it was gone, he was still here… waiting patiently for her to speak.
“What say you? Will you come willingly?”
Willingly?
Nay. But neither would she fight him. Seren could scarce consider anything at the moment, much less where to go or what to do. As for Warkworth and its odious lord, she had no intention of wedding that poppet, but the closer she ventured to Aldergh, the easier would be her journey to Aldergh. And, perhaps after all, if Wilhelm spoke true, Giles might be persuaded to escort her a little further north.
With canny eyes, she studied the giant who’d spirited her out of the harbor. Wilhelm Fitz Richard was easily the brawniest fellow she’d ever laid eyes upon, and yet for all his size, he hadn’t actually harmed her, nor did she sense he was inclined to. His face, scarred though it might be, betrayed not a trace of enmity or even disgust for her witchery, and now that they were away from the harbor and she was calmer, he made no additional attempt to restrain her. Alas, she wouldn’t call him a champion, but in the end he might do. And yet, be that as it may, she couldn’t leave Jack in that city, not when she knew he hadn’t any place to go. His mother lived in Calais; and thanks to her mother, his father was dead.
“Aye,” she said. “I will go.” And the tension in the warrior’s shoulders seemed to ease before her eyes. However, before he could rest too easily, she added, “I’ll not leave without Jack.”
His head cocked backward. “Jack?”
“Captain Airard’s son.”
WILHELM FROWNED.
She would have him return to the city?
Now?
Even as they’d fled, the King’s Guard had come rushing into the vicinity. By now, every last soul in the city was bound to be watching that ship burn to its bowels. It was the last place he should take Seren. He didn’t even have to think about it; he shook his head. “’Tis unwise to return, m’lady.”
“And will you endeavor to stop me?”
As he sometimes felt with Giles, Wilhelm felt cowed by the marked intelligence in her gaze. And nevertheless, despite that he’d never learned to read like his brother, he could read people well enough, and he knew her question was a trick. If he answered nay, she would test him, and then he would be forced to stop her for her own good. If he said aye, her ire would no doubt return—and so might the storm.
By God, he’d suffered enough witchery these past few months to know he didn’t wish to challenge another Pendragon. That witch storm alone was alarming. He scratched his head, again, for it seemed there was no proper answer. And still he tried, answering her question with a question of his own. “Wouldst you truly have me betray an oath to your sister?”
“Rosalynde?” she asked, and when he nodded, she narrowed her gaze. “How much has she told you?”
“About what?”
She thrust her hands against her hips, eyes red-rimmed—hardly as serene as he remembered her from their first encounter in London, and yet… even in her anger and grief she was far lovelier than he remembered. Wilhelm held her bright silver gaze. “Everything,” he confessed. And then he repeated, lest she mistake him. “Everything.”
She lifted her chin, clearly doubting him. “And?”
“And what?”
She lifted her hands, turning up her palms. “For example?”
“Aye, well…” He peered into the treetops. “I know enough to know that sudden change in weather was no act of God.”
Clearly it was the wrong thing to say, because once again, she sought refuge in anger. “Not your God, perhaps,” she said.
“M’lady,” he argued, trying desperately to reason with her. “The King’s Guards are still seeking you. Wouldst you have me leave you to walk straight into their arms? Wouldst you not be better off with my brother and your sister?”
No doubt his question annoyed her; he could tell by her vexed expression. She peered down at the ground, tears brimming at the corners of her eyes, and he felt a swell of pity for her. Then and there, he resigned himself to rise above whatever stones she might throw his way. Whatever Seren needed to get through this, he would allow it—except for that boy. He was firm in that decision, until she began to cry. “I… I c-can’t leave him,” she said despondently. “He has no one. Please, Wilhelm, please!”



Chapter
Six

It was all Seren could do not to collapse into a puddle and weep over his boots. Arwyn, she thought, tears scalding her eyes. Oh, Arwyn!
“He’s old enough to find his own way,” her dubious champion contended, arms akimbo. “If the truth be known, he’s like to have more friends than you and certainly more than me.” He spoke matter-of-factly, not cruelly, and nevertheless, it gave Seren a fit of rancor.
But, of course, it would be true; he was a sour-faced lout and Jack’s father had friends in high places—namely, her sister Matilda—but Jack was still just a boy, and his father was dead. The lack of sympathy in this man’s tone was no less than infuriating. Along with her sweet sister, that boy’s father had perished aboard the Whitshed, and this behemoth expected her to sit idly by and allow a young man to fend for himself in the face of this tragedy? “You expect me to do nothing?”
“I expect you to live to see another day. That is not nothing.”
Seren lifted her chin, curling her fingers into fists, only daring him to deny her. Perhaps there was naught she could do for Arwyn, but Jack was alive, and he needed help.
“I’ll not leave this city without that boy,” she said stubbornly. “And if you’ll not return to help him, I will.”
She narrowed her eyes in warning, tipping her chin skyward to remind him of the witchwind she’d conjured. It didn’t matter that she didn’t know how to use it, she would summon it if need be, along with the wrath of the Goddess herself. “If, in truth, you know who I am, you know what I am capable of, and I will do my worst if you stand in my way.”
For the most part it was a bluff. How could he—or anyone else—know what she was capable of if Seren didn’t even know herself? And yet if Morwen’s sorcery was any indication, she had a very good sense there was quite a lot she and her sisters had yet to learn. And, regardless, Wilhelm already knew what her mother could do; let him wonder if she could do the same.
And still, he wasn’t afraid, judging by the look on his face. But he was certainly flummoxed, and once again, he scratched the back of his head, perhaps considering what more to say. Seren longed to weep. She was already worn to bits, emotionally and physically, and this was only the beginning.
“M’lady,” he argued. “You mustn’t believe I would leave you undefended? And neither can you return to the harbor.” His voice held a note of compassion coupled with frustration. “What you ask is untenable.”
Glaring at him, she found a wellspring of stubbornness she hadn’t previously realized she possessed. “I’ll not go without Jack,” she maintained. “He has no one in England, and I will see him returned to his mother in Calais.”
“Warkworth is not Calais,” he argued. “Calais lies in the opposite direction.”
“And how will he get there without money?”
“How do you know he has no money?”
“How do you know he does?”
Seren placed her hands akimbo as he had, stubbornly refusing to give up. If naught else, his refusal would provide her a good reason to resent him, and sweet fates, she needed her anger as a balm. If she couldn’t help her sister, at least she should endeavor to help Jack.
They stood, at odds, both frowning at each other, and, at long last, he cast his hands up, and said, “Bloody hell! You cannot go, you cannot stay; what makes you believe that eegit will trust my word? Do I look like a man to be taken in confidence?”
“He’s no eegit,” Seren said. “He’s well learned and even knows how to read.” Forcing herself to meet his gaze, she studied her would-be champion.
In truth, he did not appear very amiable, and certainly not while in that confrontational stance. To make matters worse, that hideous scar across his brow put her in mind to a demon.
So, this was where they were? She must travel north, perforce, with a man she scarcely knew while her sister’s ashes drifted on the wind and a young lad starved on the streets in Dover? An overwhelming surge of emotion choked her again, and she said softly, swallowing a knot of grief. “Arwyn…”
“God’s bones! Putting yourself at risk will not bring your sister back,” he said, and Seren’s gaze snapped up to meet his. It struck her once more how tall he was.
“I know this, you dolt.”
She needed time to think… if only he would leave her be for a while… she could consider her best course of action—if, indeed, she did not seek a quiet place in the woods to hide beneath a pile of bracken and sleep for a hundred years.
For all she knew Rosalynde was at Aldergh, not Warkworth, and perhaps he was only telling her what she wished to hear in order to ensure her compliance. It could be that he intended to return her to his brother by hook or by crook—and then what? As conniving as it might seem, her best course might be to insist he go after Jack, then steal away while he was gone.
By all rights she should be petrified of this man and concerned for her own safety. But, in fact, Seren was too grief-stricken to care what happened to her. And anyway, even if she did slip away, could she possibly make it all the way to Aldergh, alone—without Arwyn?
The very thought made her eyes swim, because, in truth, she wouldn’t be so constrained. Her sister’s lack of ability had left them both disadvantaged.
Even so, Aldergh was a long way away, and, at the instant, she had no silver or gold. She wasn’t even sure poor Jack had a copper to his name. Whatever coins she herself had possessed were lost with her sister, and young as the boy was, she was certain his father wouldn’t have given his son bait for thieves. There had been no reason to believe that ship wouldn’t be there, awaiting their return… except that it wasn’t. And, for certes, Seren would be as horrid a person as her mother if she abandoned Jack to the city without a coin to his name. She’d heard terrible stories of what happened to young boys on their own. His voice might be breaking now, but he was by no means a man.
“You leave me no choice,” Wilhelm said. “If I abandon you here… alone… you’ll be as vulnerable as your sister. We know how that turned out?”
There was genuine frustration in the man’s tone, but he was far too plainspoken, and his proclamation was ill-timed. Seren glared up at him. “Need you remind me?” she rebuked, thinking him daft. Clearly, he knew naught of subtleties or manners, blurting whatever came first to his tongue. Fresh as it was, she was hardly in danger of forgetting her sister was dead.
Goddess lend me strength.
Thankfully, he had the good graces to blush, but then, he stood silent, mulling over the options, much as Seren was doing, and she was grateful for the silence—even if she knew he was bound to be forming another argument.
Indecision tormented her; truly, even if he relented and went after poor Jack, she couldn’t abandon that boy to this man’s keeping. Wilhelm would dispense of him the instant he could. And neither did she sense he would allow her to leave in peace. He’d come all this way, searching for her, and it wasn’t likely he would leave now that he’d found her.
And still… if she accompanied this man to Warkworth and all his lovely assurances proved false… or if Rosalynde wasn’t there waiting for her… and if somehow Giles was allied with her mother… what if he forced her into wedlock? Then what? Her best opportunity to escape was… here and now.
What should I do, Rhiannon? she inquired of the aether.
Her sister didn’t respond—or perhaps couldn’t. So far as anyone knew, mindspeaking was not possible outside proximity, and it must be true, because if anyone could do it, Rhiannon could. The situation seemed hopeless. Not in all her days had Seren felt so utterly bereft. She was nearly twenty-two now, and not a single day during the course of her life had she not had at least one of her sisters by her side. Till very recently, she’d been blessed to have them all.
Sometimes, she wished she could turn back time, return to a bright, sunny day in their garden at Llanthony… back, before Morwen remembered she had five daughters…
And now there were four.
Once again, the pain of Arwyn’s loss made her long to prostrate herself and weep, but tears wouldn’t come. The heat of her anger diminished them before they could form. By all that was sacred, if it was the last thing she did before closing her eyes, she would see that Morwen paid for her crimes.
If ever Seren had believed her mother could be redeemed, she now knew that wasn’t true. Morwen was a fiend of the worse degree—she was a monster willing to murder her own kin. There was no other explanation for that fire. Seren knew it wasn’t natural. That pure-blue flame could only have been conjured by witchfire—something she now understood to be real, for if witchwind existed, so too did witchfire and witchwater. But if only Rhiannon could advise her…
His voice was gruff, filled with torment. “Lady Seren?”
Seren longed to send him away.
Ambivalence ruled her emotions. After all, she did need his help, and she must believe he was Goddess-sent. His presence here must not be a coincidence, and yet, if she believed in fate, she must also consider that Arwyn was meant to die, and this was simply detestable. How could the Goddess forsake her sister that way?
How could the most innocent of lives be squashed like a fly?
“Have you…” Again, Wilhelm Fitz Richard scratched at his head. Seren was coming to realize this was a nervous habit. “Perchance you know… some… spell?”
He fluttered his fingers at her, and Seren’s heart skipped a beat. “Spell?”
He rolled his hand in the air. “Aye. What is you call that… a glamour?”
Seren blinked.
He knew about glamours?
“Your sister… when we met… she was wearing some mask, or so she claimed—can you cast this spell?”
Sweet fates! Was he truly asking her this so openly? Dare she answer? Could she trust this man?
Inexplicably, despite that his presence disturbed her, she did long to trust him.
“Aye,” she said, with no small measure of trepidation.
Never in her life had she spoken so freely of the Craft to anyone but her sisters. And yet, he clearly understood a bit of what a glamour was already. It was a chimera, like maquillage, only drawn by the aether. Rosalynde must have enlightened him.
“I could do it, but I have no philter,” she lamented. “The little I had was in a pouch aboard the Whitshed.”
Tears pricking her eyes again, she reached into her pocket to dig out a few oddments—not nearly enough for a spell, and still she saved what remained, dropping the fragments back into her pocket. She knew better than to discard even the smallest seed.
He blew out a sigh, sounding resigned. “I’ve no idea what that means, but never mind.” He turned and went for his saddlebag, lifting up the flap, dipping his hand inside, and fishing out a thin, black woolen cloak of the sort that her mother’s minions sometimes wore. Returning to Seren, he offered the garment to her. “Wear it,” he said, and it was a command.
Mother’s mercy! He was contrite and ready to serve one minute, arrogant as a king the next. What must she make of this man? Aggrieved as she was, she accepted his cloak. “Does this mean you intend to take me with you?”
“Aye,” he said crossly, then muttered something unintelligible beneath his breath.
“What did you say?”
“Naught, damn it all! If you’ll not leave without that boy, and I cannot truss you up like a goat ready for slaughter, so it seems you must accompany me back into the city, after all.”
Trussed like a goat for slaughter?
The image incensed Seren, but she suspected he might be needling her, and so she tossed his cloak over her shoulders and said, drolly, “How good of you, my lord.”
He didn’t bother to turn to speak to her. “I have already said, I am no lord, though if you mean to mock me, enjoy it, m’lady.”
Seren blushed, because, in truth, she had forgotten. Despite all his poor-mouthing, it was simply impossible to think of him as aught less than a man of authority, dressed as he was in those sigil-embossed leathers. He wore them only too well, she noted, with shoulders high and straight, and his bearing more attuned to that of a king or a duke. His aura and presence were undeniable. The entire woodlands seemed filled by him. Sweet Goddess have mercy, even his trews were dwarfed by his size, and to the contrary, the cloak he’d lent her swallowed her whole. When she lifted up the hood to conceal her plaited hair, she couldn’t even see beyond its folds. And so it was that when she neared his horse, he swept her up without warning—yet again—only this time putting her neatly in the saddle.
She yelped in surprise. But he didn’t give her time to protest. He mounted behind her, putting his spurs to the horse.
It never occurred to her until they were well away that she hadn’t even considered balking. Every thought of escape had vanished the very instant he’d said she could accompany him. And now, it was all she could do not to turn and sob against his shoulder as his arms enfolded her.
He is not comforting you, pea brain, she reminded herself. He is performing a duty to his lord, keeping you safe until you may stand before your betrothed.
And nevertheless, the urge to unburden herself was unbearable. She caught her sob before it formed, and stiffened when he touched her, drawing away from him and making herself as small as she could in the cage of his arms.



Chapter
Seven

No friend ever served me,
no enemy ever wronged me,
whom I have not repaid in full.
—Sulla
Ihave been called many names:
The Dark Goddess, the Shadow Crone, the Shapeshifter of Legend. I am the Mother of Avalon, Keeper of the Cauldron, Defender of the Grail. I am, and ever shall be, the most gifted dewine to walk the realms of men. But for love of a man, I found myself in a watery grave…
Pity me not.
Pity yourself.
My heart is basalt, forged by the fires of vengeance and rage.
Today I will be released from my shackles, and whatever traitor has betrayed my weakness to this metal, I will repay him in kind.
Biding my time, I brush a finger across the inscription so delicately etched into the silver-infused metal—hallowed words imbued, but not by the hud or hud du, only by holy writ. The rough edges catch the light like tiny diamonds. Untrained eyes might see glitter against the light, but I do not need light to read these words; I know what they say:
Hic est Draco,
Ex undis,
Tenetur in argenteas
A capite ad calcem, tace, et sile
Only one woman I know could have prescribed these words, and she suffered the consequences only to spite me… my mortal mother, Morgan Pendragon, she who birthed my body, but not my soul, and if aught remains of her inside me, I will suffocate her until she turns blue.
Here be the dragon,
From the waves of the sea,
Bound in silver,
From head to toe, silent and still
Silent and still.
Upon the high window, seven of my ravens sit, peering within, eyes black and shining.
There are no bars mounted here, for the window is too high and only winged creatures may come and go.
I could go, too… but for these shackles.
Soon, I think. Soon.
Resting my head back on the wooden chair… I wait… silent and still… like a fat bellied spider…
remembering the moment of my mother’s demise.
Little more than twenty years ago, they burned that bitch on a stake while she wore these very shackles—bindings she conspired to create. And perhaps she breathed her last on that pyre, hoping that someday I, too, would don them as she did. I offered her up as a sacrifice, and in the end, it was she who was destroyed… and all because she forgot a woman’s most seductive glamour: I spread my legs for a king, whelped him a litter of bastards, and so of course, who was he to believe? But for that look upon her face, it was worth the loss of my most precious possession…
Blackwood, Blackwood… there she remains…
Oh, but I cherish that day… her flesh shriveled on brittle bones, the scent of death wafting on the breeze like a rancid perfume. Vivid as the memory remains, I inhale deeply, ignoring the dankness of the donjon, for even now my mother’s burnt flesh is a bouquet I long to inspire...
Ah, yes, even now, I hear wee Elspeth whimpering beside me… I see her tiny fist rising up to wipe her runny nose… and all the while her grandmamau burns.
Burn, witch, burn!
By the cauldron, I will slay her again, and her granddaughters, as well… except for these shackles.
For weeks they have been my burden, leaving me wasted of magik and challenged by even the smallest of tasks. And yet… now that I know them… now that I know what power they possess… I will put them to my own good use. One fine day, I will clasp these bracelets on my daughter’s wrist, and I will
devise a retribution, fit for a traitor.
As for that other bitch, Matilda… I do have plans for the woman whose piety was ever the bane of my existence.
It was not enough she turned her nose at me as a willful child, not enough that she begrudged me all I earned… not enough that she accused me of murdering her self-righteous mother, or that she disdained four sisters of her own true blood, only because they were born to me. But even after all this she revealed me as a heretic, and if you must know why I murdered her father when I could… it was for fathering a monster… and then for aligning her to the Holy Church, by whose very dictum I am dispossessed.
All those cold, dark years spent dreaming at the bottom of the sea… all my delight over returning to my holiest of grails—all for naught, because that pinch-nosed bitch deprived me of Blackwood. And yet… though I have been thwarted, Blackwood’s cauldron belongs to me—a relic of my Avalon—and I will restore myself as its keeper.
Morgan Pendragon be damned.
Matilda be damned.
Kings and queens be damned.
All will grovel before me.
“It won’t be long now,” announces the guard, offering a wink and a smile. I wink back, grateful for his succor. Despite that he would not defy his king by removing these accursed shackles, he brings me soft, warm blankets and clean water to drink. Every now and again, he retrieves my philters—else, I’d never have kept my glamour so long.
Beauty is the finest weapon. Rot and curse Seren for wasting hers so ignorantly. She’s been gifted that for which I now must strive, against the laws of nature. For love of beauty men will do anything—anything—and the price for the unlovely is repulsion.
Poor, poor Morfran.
I tried to avenge you, my son.
I longed to give you but a trace of what your sister possessed—Creirwy, who married your Nemesis only to crush me. She was ever your father’s favorite, and to me, whilst I carried you in my womb, he gave naught but grief. He filled me with loathing, and you were my odium manifest. You were the face of envy, bitterness, and jealousy.
Morfran, oh, Morfran.
Tegid, I will
see your blood expunged from this world—vanished, like your hair—plucked painfully from this realm until none remain. I could have loved you, you ungrateful fool; I could have loved my daughters, as well. And I could have taught them so much…
But nay.
I smile now, closing my eyes, satisfied with the dealings of the day. Bran is lost to me, but it was worth it.
One down, four to go.
I will smite you all as you smote Morfran. I will destroy you as you destroyed my Avalon.
After a while, my guard returns, and this time he brandishes a key, his face split with a toothy grin—and of course he should be pleased. I have promised him more than silver and gold. I have promised him immortality… for a price.
He jingles his chain, and asks, “Art ready, my lady?”
I lift my chin to the unnatural glow, for it is not the key to my cell he holds. Iron bars could never contain me, and if not for greed, no dewine would ever suffer this sorcery. Like these shackles locked about my wrists and the Palatine swords imbued by Taliesin, this key was forged from blooms of steel containing a special consecrated alloy that glows in my presence.
“I was born ready,” I reassure the man, and I rise from the pillow that softens the seat of my chair, crossing the measure of carpet, far quicker than he can unlatch my door. Eagerly, I offer my wrists, only waiting.
He uses one dull key to unlock the cell, and it is all I can do to maintain patience, waiting for him to employ the key to unlock my shackles.
“The King bids you join him in his apartments. But, first, a warm bath has been ordered to your chambers, along with a bit of supper. He wouldst see you refreshed before your meeting, and he begs pardon for the judgment you were wrongly given.”
The ensorcelled key glows brighter as it stretches toward me and I twist my shackled wrists to reveal the small aperture—a perfect fit for the tongue and grooves.
For barely an instant the scratch of metal is unbearable to hear, and then I catch the click, and the air itself sighs as the manacles unclasp, releasing my long-imprisoned flesh. Only there, where the alloy resisted my glamour, my skin appears bruised and paper thin, peppered with liver spots. I quickly rub them in relief and the damage is healed before my gaoler can blink. “I hope the vin is better than the vin served here,” I say, as I slide past my dutiful servant. And now, as I abandon my plush little prison, I reassure him. “Come to me later to claim your prize, my pet.”
“I will, my lady. I will.”
And I leave him to the joys of his trade, as my ravens delight upon the sill and sing to me in chorus.
Caw! Caw! Caw! Caw, caw!



Chapter
Eight

Dressed in leathers, fresh from practice, Rosalynde stood in the bailey, arms crossed, waiting as they lifted the iron portcullis to admit her sister’s cavalcade.
Heavy as it was, it took half a dozen men to lift the heavy, bolted iron, but closing it wasn’t nearly so much of an ordeal. Taking their lessons from Aldergh’s construction, Giles employed pulleys to lift the gate more effectively, but instead of cutting and wasting lengths of rope, a clasp was designed so that the gate would release with the turn of a latch. Little by little, the castle was coming to completion—a bulwark that wouldn’t so easily be vanquished, should Eustace decide to return.
At long last, the gate was open, and Elspeth rode in with an escort of seven well-armed men. She slid down from her mare the instant she spied Rosalynde and came rushing with arms open wide. Tears in her eyes, Rosalynde welcomed her eldest sister, embracing her joyfully.
“Rose,” said Elspeth, returning the embrace, and Rosalynde buried her fingers into the soft velvety folds of her sister’s cloak, grateful for her company.
“Elspeth,” she cried. “What are we to do?”
She held her sister tighter, afraid to let go, and for the longest interval, the two stood embracing, unwilling to part for fear of the void they would suffer—not so acute for Elspeth as it was for Rosalynde, because she and Arwyn had shared a womb. In her absence Rosalynde felt bereft. It was all she could do not to weep inconsolably, and her throat grew too thick to speak as she hugged Elspeth, but thankfully, they had no need to command well-trained men to do their jobs.
Warkworth’s aides moved to assist with the horses. Elspeth’s retainers did the same, giving up their reins and conferring with Rosalynde’s men-at-arms. It was as somber an occasion as any they’d met over the past twenty years, and there were none present who did not understand the loss the sisters had incurred.
Dry though they were at the instant, Elspeth’s eyes were red-rimmed from weeping—as Rosalynde’s must be, as Seren’s must be as well. Poor Seren, Rosalynde thought.
Poor, poor Seren.
At least she and Elspeth had each other. Seren was out there… somewhere, alone in the world. There was simply no way to know if Wilhelm had found her. Every day, Rosalynde feared the worst—that Morwen encountered both her sisters together and even now Seren was being held in London. If that should be the case, Giles would know it soon. And in the meantime, she was sick with worry and anguish.
She didn’t worry so much for Rhiannon as she did for Seren. If there was one thing she knew about Rhiannon, it was that Rhi could fend for herself.
“No word yet?” Elspeth asked, releasing Rose, but reluctantly.
They couldn’t stand in the middle of the open bailey, weeping like babies. They had attendants to see to and men and women who looked to them for direction.
“No word at all,” Rosalynde said, dabbing a finger to the corner of her left eye to stem the stubborn flow of her tears. “Not yet.” And then, realizing her sister had arrived without a wet-nurse and her babes, she peered up in surprise. “Where are the babes?”
Elspeth shook her head somberly. “I daren’t bring them. So much as it pained me to leave them, they are safer at home. We could not be certain Morwen would not set upon us as Mordecai did with you in the woodlot.”
Rosalynde nodded, understanding. A few months ago she and her husband and his half-brother encountered a Shadow Beast in the woodlot south of Whittlewood and Salcey. Although Morwen herself never appeared, if her manservant could shapeshift as no dewine they knew ever could, what more could her mother do? Sadly, Elspeth was right to leave the boys at home. Grown as he might be, it gave her a shiver to think of Giles in her mother’s proximity.
Stubbornly pushing away the thought, she hooked her arm about her sister’s and said, “Come inside. You may tell me everything whilst we dine. The lot of you must be famished.”
“I am not,” said Elspeth, peering back at her escorts, and then her gaze scanned the premises. “I… I have not been hungry since…”
Arwyn.
Rosalynde, too, had felt sick to her belly since the perception. Food was the very last thing on her mind, and despite that, she forced herself to sup when she could, because what good would she be to her people if she wasted away to naught.
“Where is your donjon?” Elspeth asked, her tone full of surprise.
Rosalynde smiled gently. “No donjon yet. For now, we have a marquee.”
Her sister turned about, examining the immediate surroundings with furrowed brow. Her gaze returned to Rosalynde, inspecting her leathers with a troubled expression. Instinctively, Rosalynde understood her sister’s concern. She and her eldest sister might not be twins, but she knew Elspeth only too well. “Worry not, Ellie. The donjon will be finished soon. In the meantime, we are safe here. Where is Malcom?” she asked, changing the subject.
There was misery in her sister’s voice, but not a trace of bitterness. “Where he e’er is of late—in council with David. For better or worse, he has made his decision. He will nevermore bend the knee to Stephen, nor raise a sword for the glory of England. But, I fear it pains him to turn his back on a man he once loved. Alas, to make matters worse, there are many who oppose his return to David’s council.”
Rosalynde nodded with comprehension. Few understood the role Malcom Scott had played for England, all to aid her sister in her flight from Llanthony, but it was no piddling matter. He was once a member of the King’s elite Rex Militum, a powerful but secret guard assigned to protect the King’s interests—and, so Malcom had once believed, the welfare of the realm itself. For those whose loyalty remained fast to Scotland—as most Scots doubtless would be—they were bound to be offended by the return of a prodigal son.
In fact, Malcom’s own father, a powerful laird, disowned him for a good many years; thankfully he was also the first to embrace his son’s return.
Unfortunately, these were fickle, fickle times, and the barons—particularly the border lords—remained suspicious for a reason. Words of fealty were far too easy to speak; it was what a man did in times of war that mattered most. Too many waffled in their allegiance, one minute siding with Matilda, the next with Stephen.
But come what may, Malcom’s fealty was sealed. Already once, despite Malcom’s initial defection, and despite some of the counsel’s advice, David mac Maíl Choluim had ridden to Aldergh’s defense, even though he’d been called upon by an unlikely ally… Elspeth herself. After all, it was David of Scotia who so long ago put forth the indictment against their grandmamau. It was his actions that sealed Morgan Pendragon’s fate and sent her to the Inquisition, where, by their own half-sister’s intervention the Lady of Blackwood was dispossessed and dragged through the streets of London to be burned at the stake as a heretic. The Empress’s own husband sentenced her to death, and though Matilda might have believed she was spiting her father’s mistress, in the process they’d murdered one of the kindest souls that ever took a breath. And yet, somehow, Elspeth still blamed David for their grandmamau’s death, never Matilda. That was the bone Rhiannon always wished to pick with Elspeth—and Rosalynde, as well.
But no matter; this world was rife with unlikely alliances—not the least of which included her own marriage, for she, a dewine, a Daughter of Avalon, was now wed to an executioner for the Church.
Nothing was simple anymore; so Rosalynde said nothing. She listened quietly, squeezing her sister’s arm when words might be expected but wouldn’t serve.
Elspeth told her briefly about the Scot king’s visit some weeks ago, about his generous gift of armored soldiers—a gesture meant to appease Malcom since her husband was constantly en route to Carlisle. But at least Aldergh was well defended. There was not an inch of the fortress that wasn’t manned by guards, and what was more, Elspeth had installed a powerful warding spell only to be certain.
Rosalynde expressed her disappointment not to be able to hug her sweet nephews, because their presence alone was like a shining light, but she assured Elspeth that she understood. A mother must do what was best for her babes.
Elspeth patted her hand and said, “Oh! I brought the Book.”
The Book of Secrets.
“Good,” said Rosalynde, with no small measure of relief, because if there was one thing they needed right now it was the words of their dewine forebears. Somewhere in that ancient tome there must be some means to defeat Morwen—and if not defeat her, per se, then perhaps disarm her.
But what a wonder it was that Elspeth was so willing to exploit the secrets the grimoire contained, when little more than a year ago her eldest sister would have gone to great lengths to deny their dewine heritage.
Rhiannon would be amazed.



Chapter
Nine

The brume Seren conjured near Dover doggedly pursued them, showering them with a fine, cold mist that never quite soaked them, but left them immersed in a discomforting cocoon of dampness.
As a matter of expediency, they dared travel by road, avoiding travelers whenever they must.
Although it was impossible to say whether anyone knew that she and her sister had been hiding aboard the Whitshed, there was no immediate sign of pursuit, and so, concealed beneath Wilhelm’s immense, brown cloak, a glamour spell wasn’t necessary. Albeit, dressed as she was, Seren couldn’t help but feel like an oversized sack of meal.
Chafing beneath the crude hood, her hair teased loose from her braid, clinging damply to her cheeks. Now and again, she swept the wayward strands beneath her hood, and dared not complain. It was her own doing, after all, and the best she could hope for was to ride out of the brume.
Considering the circumstances, Wilhelm was sober as he should be. Jack was hard-pressed to keep his eyes from welling with tears. All afternoon, the mood remained grim.
Then again, Seren couldn’t have borne it had there been gaiety or laughter. No one could possibly have any reason to laugh. She felt grief-stricken, and still couldn’t weep.
Silence ensued as she contemplated her losses—her sister, foremost, but that certainly wasn’t all. Along with Arwyn, Seren had lost her one true chance to escape England. Now she was well and duly caught amidst the politikal machinations of would-be kings and queens.
Women like her were little more than pawns to be played.
What would be her fate once her intended got hold of her?
Would he do as he’d sworn to do and marry her, all the while bending the knee to an unworthy sovereign?
But, of course, he had too much to lose to break faith with the crown. Naturally, he would honor their betrothal. The King’s son had burned his castle once already. Stephen had all but threatened to do it again. But sweet fates, if he was aligned with Stephen, then for certes he would be aligned with her mother, and to be within her mother’s grasp would be a fate worse than death.
Arwyn, she thought. Poor, poor Arwyn.
By the time they’d returned to the harbor, the entire area was aswarm with guards. It was fortunate enough she’d been wearing Wilhelm’s cloak, or they may have recognized her, though, in truth, fugitives though they were, it didn’t appear anyone knew that Arwyn Pendragon was aboard the vessel when it burned. Her sister’s name was not bandied once, and, in truth, there was no one who even bothered to wonder what had happened to the captain’s son.
Nary a survivor emerged from the wreckage. Not one. Her sister was well and truly gone. Whatever had set that ship aflame had done so with great expediency and violence. Barely a cinder remained; and what little survived, sank to the bottom of the harbor. Captain Airard, so it seemed, came from a cursed lineage. After two generations had found their graves amidst shallow seas, she hoped Jack would be smart enough not to follow in his father’s shoes.
Each mulling over their own part in the day’s tragedy, the trio journeyed in silence, with no one quite certain how to breach the ever-expanding chasm.
After all, how did one comport oneself after the loss of a loved one when there wasn’t time for grief or tears?
Danger lurked in every passing shadow. Any moment Morwen could pounce upon them, and there was little to be done more than persevere.
There was no time for tantrums or tears.
No time for regrets or self-recrimination.
No time at all for suspicions or doubts.
And nay, she didn’t like Wilhelm overmuch—he was brusque and unbending—but at least he seemed dutiful, and she had a sense he was honor-bound to defend her—Jack, as well, if only because she’d begged.
But for all that Seren sensed he was acutely aware of them—every muscle taut and ready to defend—he scarcely looked at her. Betimes he rode ahead, betimes to the rear, but never beside them, always keeping to himself.
In the meantime, she and Jack rode together in companionable silence, near enough that she could, now and again, reach out and take him by the hand. As much as he could be, he was the opposite of their surly protector—as fair as Wilhelm was dark, sweet as Wilhelm was sour, and truly far more considerate.
Even so, the youth she’d walked with only this morn was hardly the same boy she rode with now. Like Seren, he was sorrowful to his soul, and who could blame him. During the course of a single day his entire life was changed.
Late afternoon they slipped into the woods to avoid a small band of bawdy travelers and re-emerged onto the North Road at twilight, when Seren was certain the bells must be ringing for vespers. Presently, they arrived at a rotting signpost, and she stopped to push her hood back and read the plaques—two nailed to the post, one newer, one older, judging by the condition and the paint. The elder sign read Ramsgate, the newest, with letters deeply etched and painted in white, read Canterbury.
“Canter…bry,” said Jack, struggling with his letters.
Arwyn would have been proud. As their trade for passage, the boy’s father had enlisted them to instruct Jack so he could learn how to chart and read the captain’s log. But the job was mostly Arwyn’s, to keep her from growing bored. Seren was content enough to sit and listen.
“Aye,” said Seren, mustering an approving smile.
Wilhelm didn’t bother to stop. Without a by-your-leave, he trotted past as Jack attempted to read the other sign.
“Where are you going?” she asked in surprise.
“Home,” he said irascibly.
“Nay, my lord—not lest you mean to go by boat, and you’ll not put me on another after what I have witnessed. You would have to bind me, and ’tis not likely I would stand still to allow it.”
“I am not your lord,” he said again. “I am no man’s lord.” And he kept riding, without bothering to turn back.
Seren cast Jack a bewildered glance.
The boy shrugged.
It was her habit, she supposed, to call every man of consequence lord. Somehow, it seemed better to give deference, but clearly, Wilhelm did not like it, despite that he behaved like a willful lord, doing whatsoever he pleased, keeping whatever pace he saw fit, and never bothering to ask what Seren would like to do.
Hadn’t he said he was here to help?
“Wait,” she said to Jack, and spurred her mare to catch up with the sour-faced lout. “I do not mean to disparage you,” she confessed. “’Tis only that you seem more a lord to me than most lords do.”
He grunted in answer, but kept going, and Seren frowned. How was she supposed to travel with this man, who seemed so intent upon ignoring her? Since retrieving Jack he hadn’t said much of anything.
“What in the name of St. Afan would you have me call you if not lord?”
“Wilhelm,” he replied. “And since when do Pendragons swear by the name of saints?”
Seren lifted her chin. “I lived most of my life in a priory,” she informed him. And then she leaned over to whisper. “I cannot very well swear by the Goddess, can I? Else Jack would wonder.”
“Well,” he said. “This is your fault. Had you left that boy in Dover you wouldn’t have to pretend you are someone you are not.”
Seren bristled. “Can you, please, stop! Please?” She reined in her horse, peering back at Jack, who was still waiting where she’d left him, far enough away now that he couldn’t overhear their discourse.
“Nay,” he replied, without turning.
Seren sighed, moving forward again, entirely frustrated. Her horse nickered, prancing impatiently, none too pleased with her indecision. “Where in the name of the Goddess are you going?”
“Home, I said.”
Seren furrowed her brow. “You are not going home. Did you not read that sign? You are going to Ramsgate, returning to the ocean, and, once again, I remind you that lest you have a ship, or you and your horse would like to have a good swim, the road to Canterbury is the road best traveled.”
Finally, he stopped, turning back to look at her, and his cheeks appeared to bloom. He scowled then, and without a word, spun his mare about, trotting back toward Jack. He passed the boy by, never sparing Jack or the signpost a glance.
He couldn’t read, she realized, in a moment of blinding insight.
She dropped her reins over the revelation.
He hadn’t read the sign, because he couldn’t read.
What was more, if he hadn’t come by way of Canterbury en route to Dover, he would be judging his direction by the sun, traveling due north. Unless he’d done as she and Arwyn did, traveling straight from Canterbury to Dover, he would have no inkling that he would run straight into the sea where the ocean flowed into the Thames.
In fact, they would be hard-pressed to avoid London’s proximity when skirting the city, and she was already fretting about how they would do it. She wouldn’t feel safe until they were well north of the Wash.
Sadly, these were not areas that supported her sister Matilda. Matilda had fewer allies in the south than she did in the north, and infinitely fewer in the southeast than she did in the west.
Wilhelm trotted on, leaving the boy to wait for Seren, and if Seren didn’t know better—know he’d come so far only to help her—she might think he didn’t care one whit where she ended. Frowning, she turned to follow, calming the horse with a hand to its withers.
WILHELM REALIZED he was sorely lacking in manners.
He was hardly well versed in social decorum. Certainly, he didn’t know how to read. But he didn’t need some haughty witch reminding him of these truths—nor did he appreciate that Seren kept calling him lord. It was a grating reminder that he was lacking in every possible way.
To be sure, he was naught more than a servant with a sword, and if his sire had loved him well enough to keep him and train him, he’d never once mistaken him for an heir.
And neither had Wilhelm ever dared aspire to such heights. For the most part, he’d accepted his lot in life, and there was only one time in all his given days that he’d lamented his station. That was when he’d believed he was ill-equipped to keep his brother and people safe.
God’s truth, not even his desire for Lady Ayleth ever made him rue his birth. But there again, he found himself wallowing in envy—why?
For some slip of a girl.
From the moment they’d met, he’d recognized disdain in Seren’s beautiful blue eyes.
To make matters worse, that boy—that stupid boy from the harbor—could read better than he could.
He hadn’t stopped to ask what the sign post said for one reason alone: He lived his life by his wits, and he knew the way home by the turn of the sun. But he did not like himself overmuch for disparaging a grieving child, no matter that he’d not spoken his vitriol aloud.
Consequently, his mood soured by the minute, and it didn’t help that he’d been on his toes for weeks now, deprived of sustenance and ale, deprived of his bed, deprived of companionship and the people he most cared for.
Instead, here he was—with her—and she couldn’t care less how much effort he’d already put into helping her.
Of course, he understood she was grieving, too, but when he’d tried so hard to reassure her that he well understood what she was going through, she hadn’t bothered to ask how he knew.
What was more, in her presence, he felt for the first time in all his days as though he were being judged.
No one had ever done this to him—no one among the people he loved. Every day of his life his father had treated him with respect. His elder brother Roger had treated him more like a brother. His sweet sisters had loved him truly. And his mother—God rest her lovely soul—whilst she lived, she’d doted upon him.
He didn’t like it that Seren Pendragon made him question himself.
Not even Giles with all his fancy learnings ever made him feel so much a lesser man.
But none of that was the true reason he was so ill-tempered. This was it: Even despite Seren’s grief, she had smiles aplenty for that eegit boy, and none at all for him.
And there it was—the rotten egg in his coop.
He was envious of a boy, for the love of God!
He was envious of those gentle smiles she gifted him, and the patience she bestowed, when all she had for him was querulousness.
Wilhelm only longed for some small acknowledgment for all he’d endured on her behalf—not to mention all the silver he’d spent. He’d fully anticipated having to spend good coin for horses for both Pendragon sisters. He hadn’t felt it appropriate to bring mounts, because they would have slowed him down, but he’d brought along plenty of coin to buy each sister a healthy mount. But the truth of the matter was that he didn’t enjoy putting out so many shillings for a horse only to serve a horny boy who, even in his grief, couldn’t keep his eyes off Lady Seren’s bosom.
And by the by, Jack hadn’t bothered to thank him either, and some part of him longed to chide them both, but he felt like a sorehead, because their grief was entirely too fresh.
How else should he expect them to behave?
How dare he lament feeling unworthy when she had so recently suffered such a devastating loss—so had the boy, for that matter. But for all Wilhelm’s own demons, he was poorly equipped to comfort them, when even now the lingering scent of smoke made him long for a dark corner in which to sob like a wee girl.
God’s truth, his eyes burned even now, so far from the city, and he could no longer blame it on the reek of smoke. He was a man full grown, bigger than most, and he felt like a child, longing for the solace of his mother’s embrace. Some called him the Hammer of Warkworth, and he had scars aplenty to show for his trials—the most hideous of all delivered by Seren’s own mother.
Wilhelm was no blubbering boy, but, of late, his emotions had bubbled to the surface, and he loathed the weakness in himself and begrudged Seren her mettle, because it made him feel so much less a man.
If, only once, she would cast herself at his feet to weep, if only he could lift her up and smooth a hand o’er the silk of her hair and whisper, “There, there,” maybe then he could feel like a man worth his weight.
But nay, he was left wanting by a pretty, little boy—a skinny child who could read, while he could not.
And, in the end, he had no right to any of these feelings. It was a bitter pill to swallow knowing he could not rise to the occasion and be a better man.
He wanted to be a better man—she made him long to be a better man—but he simply wasn’t. He was baseborn—a babe born in the rushes to a mother who was never even tended by a midwife. She spat him out and returned to her duties, and as much as she had been enjoyed by his sire, and perhaps even loved by him, she, like Wilhelm, was never worthy enough to carry de Vere’s name. He was Wilhelm Fitz Richard, no more, no less—bastard son of a dead lord.
And here was the worst of it: Once upon a time, he’d loved a girl who was too highborn to love him in return, and never once did Ayleth of Bamburgh admire him, not even after his brother left for the seminary—not even after Wilhelm gifted her that beautiful cross she’d worn about her neck, a cross that cost Wilhelm five years’ worth of his earnings.
For years, he’d loved Lady Ayleth from afar, but what scared him now was this: So much as he’d fancied himself in love with that lady, it was naught at all compared to the attraction he felt for Lady Seren.
Wilhelm didn’t want to want her. He knew in his heart of hearts that it was a sin to consider such a union. He was unworthy of even her lowest glance… and still, despite the grim occasion, he was blue in the balls and hard-pressed to keep his mind on the task he’d been given.
How in God’s name was he going to help anyone if he couldn’t think beyond the haze of lust she invoked in him… with nothing so much as a glance.
Wilhelm was furious at himself for his weakness to her. She was a bloody enchantress, and if he didn’t know better, he would think she’d cast a spell on him.
But nay, because long before Seren Pendragon ever deigned to acknowledge him, he was already bound to do her will. She needn’t try to sway him, and what was more, he had every sense that this woman he was traveling with hadn’t the first inkling of her power over men. How Giles ever walked away from her he didn’t know.
And, aye, while it was so close to the surface, it was time to confess the bitter truth: From the very day he’d set eyes on her—that day in the King’s Hall—he’d been grateful she was not meant for him, because he, himself, would have forsaken everything he ever held true only to lie with her once.
So there you have it; that, above all, was the crux of his problem: He didn’t want to want anything so much that he was in danger of betraying his honor or his oaths—including the oath he’d sworn to himself. To see Morwen pay for the death of his kin.
It didn’t matter much that he knew there was no love lost betwixt that witch and her daughters. Inevitably, they shared the same blood. Seren was a witch, as well, and there, too, he suffered a bucketful of ambivalence, because so was Rosalynde, and a finer lady than Rose Wilhelm had never met.
Mulling it all over, he rode in silence, wondering how the hell they were going to get around London without being discovered. Seren could cast herself a glamour, but she likely couldn’t mask them all. And, even if she could, how in the hell was she going to do aught with her magik whilst in the company of that annoying boy?
No, he mustn’t be jealous of a child, he decided. It couldn’t be that. He simply resented being saddled with another mouth to feed, and keeping the two of them safe could prove to be an impossible feat.
Alas, deep down… he knew… he was jealous, and jealousy did not become him.



Chapter
Ten

Rhiannon sensed they were coming before they arrived—a crackle of energy in the aether. She awoke, shivering away the stupor of slumber and sat on the bed, throwing her legs over the edge to wait…
It was still dark out. The fire in her brazier burned low.
She shivered again, this time not because she was cold. Much as she loathed to confess it, some small part of her thrilled over the fact that Cael d’Lucy was returning so soon, but the new Lord of Blackwood was not amidst his guards when they arrived.
Coward.
So, then, he meant to avoid her after their latest discourse?
She frowned, wondering where he could be, wishing so much that she could find a way to convince the fool to ally himself properly. Deep down, she believed Cael had a good heart, even if he wasn’t a good man. It was merely that he was enthralled by a demon, and so it seemed, like the entire realm, he was blind to Morwen’s evil as well. It didn’t help matters any that he was ambitious and bitter—why she’d yet to discover, but she was coming so close to the truth.
Coward, she thought again.
Thrusting a palm across her sleepy face, she yawned into her hand and crossed her arms as she waited to see what his lackeys wanted this time.
Without a word, one of the guards slid a now familiar turnkey into her lock, rotating it with a vicious twist, then pushing the cell door open. The very instant the door came open, in rushed two guards, and before Rhiannon could guess their intent, they’d pounced upon her, grabbing her by the arms. “What in the name of the Mother?”
“Silence!” screamed a stranger, his tone full of venom, as his men used undue force, despite that she’d never once fought them, not from the instant they’d tossed her in the tumbril.
The night before leaving Llanthony, she’d had a vision from the Goddess to show her what destiny she must seek, and she’d come to this place willingly.
Why this? Why now?
“What does it appear we’re doing?” snarled the man, as he entered, dangling a pair of shackles and Rhiannon laughed ruefully. Little by little, she was learning to master her dewine skills. If she so wished, she could shed those silly manacles; and therefore, she allowed their pageantry, leaving the guards to do what they must, despite the fury welling inside her. She was ever only kind to these imbeciles, and despite the bitter words they’d shared yesterday evening, she was ever only guileless to their lord.
Cael d’Lucy was originally intended to wed her sister, but Elspeth was now well and duly wed to the Lord of Aldergh—a traitor to the Crown, so Stephen had proclaimed. Now, the King wished for Cael to marry Rhiannon, but despite a fine bunch of carrots dangled by their king, d’Lucy had yet to agree to commit himself to any but Henry’s favored daughter. To a man, the Welsh sorely despised Stephen, more so than they had Henry, but at least Henry had treated the Welsh lords with some measure of accord. The moment Stephen stole his uncle’s throne, the Welsh revolted. Little doubt Elspeth herself was needed to bring peace to these lands, for she was not only elder-born, and blood to a king, she was also the rightful heir to Blackwood, and Cael was wise enough to know that if he was going to keep his entitlement in the face of so much opposition, he would need to wed the heir of Blackwood—something Rhiannon would never be so long as Elspeth lived.
As for her own druthers, she had none. Cael d’Lucy was like any other man—as unpleasant in demeanor as he was blessed in countenance. One marriage shackle was as loathsome as another. “Where is your lord?” she asked, spitting the question like an oath.
“Gone,” said the man dangling her new silver bracelets.
Rhiannon didn’t recognize the odious fool. The other two must have come along with him from whatever infernal hole they’d crawled from, but, alas, they were only doing Cael’s bidding. It was not their fault their lord was a traitor to the realm.
But never mind, because she was biding her time.
Day by day her powers were growing stronger, and little by little she was learning what tricks she could wield against her captors. She wanted to crow that their puny bracelet would never bind her, but before she could wonder why they’d approached her in the wee hours of the morn, and with such expediency, when all her senses were dull and drowsy, the shackles were on her wrists and locked. But at least her hands were in her lap, not strapped behind her back.
The man smiled as he stepped back, inclining his head in a gesture of mock deference. “William Martel at your service,” he said, and Rhiannon narrowed her eyes.
William Martel? The man her mother would have Seren wed? The betrayer who’d poisoned one king already, and who stood ready to murder another?
“The King’s steward?” she asked, surprised.
His smile was too smug, and Rhiannon would have enjoyed wiping it from his face, except… she moved her arms and felt… weaker.
Confused, she furrowed her brow.
It was only a sense, she supposed, but in a matter of seconds she felt inordinately lethargic—as though she’d gone too long without supping and left wasted.
“What is this?” she asked, confused, weaker by the second. Far too late, she realized… it was… the shackles…
The metal stung her flesh wherever they touched her, and it was the strangest, most uncanny feeling, but even the aether surrounding her was somehow depleted.
“A gift from your mother,” Martel said, then snapped his fingers before Rhiannon could recover herself well enough to respond—it was almost as though she were drunk now, impaired. The guards were long gone before she could speak another word, and darkness enfolded her in their absence. Little by little, the fire in her brazier grew dimmer.
Rhiannon struggled to put her thoughts into the aether to seek help from her sisters—a thing she would never have done had she not had such a terrible sense of danger. It was too dangerous to mindspeak outside proximity because all thoughts put into the firmament were left vulnerable to all who might seek them—including their mother.
It was far too late when she understood what Morwen had done... and not until her room grew uncomfortably cold and she could not bolster the fire in her brazier…
She was bound, not only by the iron shackles, but by magik. The shackles were enchanted, she realized, and if they were enchanted, it meant… not only was she well and truly alone, powerless to do aught… her sisters were on their own as well.
Elspeth! Seren! Rose!
“Cael,” she called weakly, but this time, there came no reply from the shadows. Cael was truly gone. Her answer was a silence so complete that it left her shivering in its void, and for the first time in all Rhiannon’s entire life, she was afraid. Not since the time before time in her mother’s womb had she sensed such bewildering darkness… helpless… only waiting, waiting. But this time, not to be born… to die.



Chapter
Eleven

Achill fog drifted along the woodlands, eddying so high that cool air tickled Seren’s feet. It reminded her of that mist they’d conjured on the night Elspeth had fled the priory. It was the first time she and her sisters had ever dared perform a rite of such magnitude. To aid Elspeth’s escape, they’d conjured a mist that climbed out from their cauldron and stole out the door. Elspeth used the cloak of mist to elude the dogs and guards Ersinius sent to retrieve her. But words like those were never to be uttered lightly; they could never be evoked without consequence. And yet, it was an impressive feat. And later, after their mother arrived, Seren couldn’t help but note a certain gleam in Morwen’s eyes. No doubt she’d been furious with them, but she was proud as well. That was the first time in Seren’s entire life she’d ever experienced the warm glow of a mother’s pride, short-lived though it was. Immediately thereafter, Morwen had tossed Rhiannon into a tumbril to be carted away, like some animal, bound and leashed. Even now, Seren could feel her sister’s warning gaze. Be silent, be still. Be silent, be still. But the look in her eyes as they’d dragged Rhi away had broken Seren’s heart, and she had never imagined she could be more broken-hearted than she was that day… until now.
Grief was a fourth companion, ever with them, pursuing them like the shadow of a hound. But so long as Jack held back his tears, Seren felt duty-bound to hold back her own. Together, they would endure—with or without Wilhelm’s help. But truth be told, it wasn’t only Seren and Jack grieving; Wilhelm wore his own grief like a mantle of sorrow. She could feel it as surely as she felt her own.
“E’s not too friendly, eh?”
“Surly, to be sure,” she said, her gaze boring into Wilhelm Fitz Richard’s back. His entire demeanor had changed the instant they’d retrieved Jack. Before then, he’d practically begged to serve her, and now, he appeared for all the world to be a man ruing his circumstances.
“I ain’t ne’er seen so big a fellow,” said Jack, with an unmistakable note of appreciation in his voice—and, of course, he would note such a thing. He was at an age when his own virility must be foremost in his thoughts. Even struggling with his own grief, she couldn’t help but note the solicitous way he remained by her side, like a self-appointed guardian angel.
“Aye,” she said. “He is.”
And it was true. It wasn’t very likely that anyone could overlook the man, no matter how quiet or unassuming he appeared to be. And yet Seren had a sense that there was more to Wilhelm Fitz Richard than met the eye. His aura was bold and unmistakable, but confusing.
Much like the glow of a flame, all creatures radiated shades of color that revealed more than words alone could say. Like her sister Elspeth, so long as Seren remained within proximity, she could read them. In fact, she was quite proficient at determining the nature of a person’s temperament based on emanations. After a year at court she had good practice, and it was rare that she was ever wrong, even though the truth disappointed her. She wanted desperately to think better of people, but so often they failed to live up to their potentials.
Wilhelm’s colors were perplexing, to be sure…
His most predominant shade was a vivid, angry orange, mixed with intense coils of red. More oft than not this combination revealed a kindly, honest disposition, even if betimes he might be quick to raise a temper—already, they’d suffered glimpses of that. But, these colors also implied immense loyalty; whatever this man set his heart to, that’s where it would remain unto his dying breath.
Alas, these shades were interwoven with shades of brown and grey, and those were the colors that thoroughly bemused her, because his demeanor belied what they implied. You see, brown was the color of uncertainty, or it could mean he somehow lacked confidence. But there was naught in Wilhelm Fitz Richard’s demeanor that gave truth to this interpretation. What was more, he had darker shades of brown and grey that indicated selfish tendencies, negativity, or a predilection toward deception. Even more alarming, betimes these threads bordered on black, which was a far, far worse implication. Black, you see, was the color of hatred, and she knew this only too well, because Morwen drifted through Westminster’s halls enshrouded in a blue-black aura, much like a bruise on the aether.
Fortunately, Wilhelm’s aura was nothing like Morwen’s.
Day to day, her mother’s essence remained predominately black, with coils of blue and furls of red; this was perhaps the most dangerous aura to be encountered. The red bespoke her passion—and she was, indeed, very passionate. She was rabidly so, and there was little that could dissuade Morwen Pendragon from her schemes. The blue, on the other hand, was an indication of supreme intelligence and a given ability to influence the masses. To Seren’s horror, her mother could charm folks with a bat of her lashes, and lest you understood what it was she was doing to you, you might be fooled until it was too late to extricate yourself from her dangerous web.
Inevitably, all her mother’s minions ended up with a similar aura, sans the blue, and Seren could sense these creatures from leagues away.
But though Wilhelm’s was not like that at all, he was nevertheless no man to be trifled with, and neither was it the least bit likely anyone would consider him easy prey. For certes, they would be safe traveling with this man, but she had yet to determine… were they safe from him?
Seren thought, perhaps, the answer to that question must be yes, though she couldn’t be certain—and yet, somehow, she was driven to vex him. Why, she hadn’t any clue.
Or perhaps she did suspect why and didn’t wish to acknowledge the truth, because Wilhelm had the dubious misfortune of appearing in her life at the most inopportune time. He’d kept her from going after Arwyn, and despite the fact that, in retrospect, she knew there was naught she could have done to save her sister, some small part of her begged the question: What if she had responded sooner? What if she had cast away her fear and gone after Arwyn?
What if… what if… what if…
The endless questions bedeviled her. Wilhelm was an easy target for her fury—an emotion she had never in her life dared to nurture. What must her own aura be now?
It simply wasn’t possible to see it for herself, but, according to Elspeth, it used to be a shimmering shade of silver—the mark of the serenely gifted, but with the palest hint of blue, which was also a distinction for peacekeepers. Elspeth had often likened her aura to the wintry color of her eyes, and Seren had taken much pride in Elspeth’s interpretation, because there were far worse things in this world than to be a peacemonger. Only now… she must be awash in deepest reds. What was worse, she felt shades of black coiling up from the depths of her soul, tendrils of loathing sprouting from the silvery ash of her grief.
Arwyn’s death was transformative.
Whereas previously Seren had only feared Morwen, now she despised her with every fiber of her being. Given the opportunity—like Wilhelm—she would snuff her mother’s Heart Flame as easily as she would snuff a candle, and she would do that to the woman who gave her life.
True hatred was all consuming, she feared, because she could feel it growing, intensifying, wending its way through her veins, black as the wings of her mother’s treacherous birds.
It was all so perplexing—nearly as much so as the man she’d now pursued throughout the night, mile after mile, hour after hour, into woodlands and out. Glaring at his back again, she wished he would turn and face her… only why?
So, she could complain about how long they’d traveled? Goddess knew, he was like to be as weary as they were and still, he persevered. And, forsooth, it wasn’t as though he was doing this for his own pleasure. He was ushering them back to safety… so why, oh why, did she long so much to smack him upside the head?
Perhaps because he wore that perpetual frown on his face, putting her in mind to those hideous stone gargouilles installed at the palace, with their immense twisted, grotesque mouths. In the foulest of weathers they were terrifying, with rain lashing down and bolts of lightning silhouetting their forms. One day, a few weeks before Rosalynde stole the grimoire, she and Seren were caught in a downpour out in the castle yard. Together, they’d witnessed the gargouilles at their intended purpose. Built to gutter rainwater, they’d spewed a torrent at their feet, muddying their dresses. They’d returned to the apartment, sopping wet, and filthy besides. Arwyn was worried, even though they were gone little more than an hour. That was all the time they’d dared to spare to scout the area and make plans… plans for Rosalynde to steal the Book of Secrets.
The memory enveloped Seren in a cloud of misery, because Arwyn hadn’t gone with them that day for the same reason Seren had left her aboard the Whitshed… because her magik was weak, because she didn’t know how to lie, because she couldn’t conceal her presence or her purpose from Morwen. They had coddled her to save her life, and, in the end, their coddling was Arwyn’s ruin.
White-hot fury bubbled up from the depths of her, and her silvery gaze returned to Wilhelm Fitz Richard. She focused her anger on him in the absence of her mother.
“Do you… think… it ’urt?” Jack asked, intruding on her reverie.
Seren blinked back tears, knowing instinctively what he was asking by the unhappy look on his face. Sweet fates, she needn’t read his mind or his aura to know he was fretting over his father. So far as Seren was concerned, she couldn’t imagine a worse way to die, but she didn’t wish to say so. She could scarcely bear to consider Arwyn’s final moments, but she did so now perforce… suffering anguish anew over how much she may have suffered. And yet, judging by the swiftness of Arwyn’s departure—the rending of her soul from this plane of existence—she thought perhaps that wasn’t true. “I don’t know,” she confessed.
Once, when Seren was fifteen, Llanthony suffered the loss of one of their aviaries. The structure ignited sometime after Matins, and by Lauds, there was naught left, but wisps of smoke and piles of ash. It took hours and hours for that edifice to burn, and she and her sisters had carried bucket after bucket of water from their hatchery to douse those flames—all night long, until their arms and legs ached from the effort. Back in those days, the aviary had been no more than a tiny structure far from the main buildings, and even so, the flames had lit the night till morn.
In contrast, the Whitshed vanished behind a veil of blue so intensely hot that Seren could still feel a fever burning in her cheeks.
“I’m tired,” Jack complained, sliding a hand to his middle in a gesture of hunger, peering up at Seren, looking more like a small child than a man. They had been traveling so long now. It was no wonder the boy was hungry and tired.
She peered back instinctively, spying only trees and a long dusty road behind them. Dover was long in their wake and dawn was breaking. They’d ridden all night long without stopping, and if no one complained until now, it wasn’t because they weren’t bone weary.
Certainly, she understood why they’d set such a grueling pace—all for her sake, but seeing the strain on Jack’s face, she realized it was only a matter of time before he tumbled from his saddle. Meanwhile, twenty paces ahead, Wilhelm’s horse let loose a pile of dung without so much as bothering to pause for the duty, swishing its tail in annoyance, sour-tempered as its master.
Deciding they’d had quite enough, she spurred her mount forward to trot beside the bastard son of Richard de Vere.
It was a long, long moment before she worked up the nerve to speak. But then she said, “We’ve been traveling overlong. I understand why, but Jack is tired and by now the horses must be fatigued as well. We must rest, if only for a few hours.”
His dark gaze swiveled to meet hers, cutting in its intensity. “We’ll stop soon,” he said, averting his gaze, looking into the sunrise, so that his face was lit by a golden hue that made the strands of silver in his beard glitter fiercely.
NO “THANK YOUS,” no praise for his efforts, no warmth from this rare, beauteous flower of Blackwood—and there it was, he supposed: She was as distant and unapproachable as he’d surmised she would be, with that lovely golden-red hair, those flawlessly arched brows and pale, luminous skin.
Her cheeks were bright pink, either from exertion or from exposure to the Whitshed’s flames. She looked sad to her soul, and Wilhelm longed to comfort her, but something in her expression left him cold.
For all that she appeared so delicate, she reminded him of a ghost orchid he once encountered, with its leafless spine pointed high and straight and its milky blossoms with soft blushing spots. He’d been so afraid to pluck it in the presence of his brother, and he’d resolved to do so upon returning so he could gift it to Lady Ayleth. Regretfully, that flower was gone when they returned, and it didn’t reappear for another four years—in an entirely different location. By then, Giles was long gone to the seminary, and Ayleth’s heart was well and duly broken. She’d scarcely looked at his gift, much less thanked him for it, and he’d found himself wholly embarrassed for the effort.
Seren Pendragon gave him that same pause.
She was far too lovely for the likes of a beast like him, and even so, who in the hell longed to curl up with an icicle?
More than aught else, she seemed angry over the turn of events, and he had yet to see her weep a single tear. She was an ice princess, to be sure.
“Jack is hungry,” she persisted, as though her first complaint hadn’t moved him well enough. “So am I. And⁠—”
“And what?” he snapped, forcing himself to meet her gaze, loathing the way his heart struck a discordant beat over the haunted look in her eyes.
She peered down at the reins in her hand, her impossibly dark lashes fanning her toasted cheeks and God help his rotten soul, some foolish part of him longed to reach out and caress her fire-roasted skin. In his mind’s eye, he allowed himself to kiss it ever-so sweetly, and to his utter dismay, his cock hardened over the imagery, straining against his well-worn leathers. He growled audibly in disgust.
“Are you always so pettish, my lord?”
Wilhelm ignored her use of a title, weary of correcting her. “Pettish?”
“Aye, pettish.”
He frowned. “Pettish is what ladies should be. Pettish is for wayward children. Alas, if my mood does not strike you as genial, Lady Seren, you may call me bad-tempered to your heart’s content, but you should at least thank me within the same breath, because I have come a long way only to help you.” He sat quietly a moment, and when she did not respond, he added, “That I did not do so before your sister’s death is not my fault any more than it is yours.”
SEREN’S HEART SQUEEZED PAINFULLY.
Well and duly chastised, she cast her gaze into the passing trees, swallowing the painful lump that rose to choke her.
She daren’t weep now, because if she began, her tears might never end. She would sob puddles and puddles, and perhaps add witchwater to the witchwind, because she sensed that same bewildering intensity rising in the aether, leaving her to wonder if her serenity was but a matter of self-defense. Deep down she must have sensed everything she was capable of.
Witchwater.
Surveilling the woodlands, she sensed more than saw the glittering dew drops shivering on the leaves of trees, and like a lodestone, she drew them, feeling small droplets splash against her cheeks.
But, nay, she was not weeping.
It was witchwater… she was certain.
But how is that possible?
“We have a long way to go,” he said. “Please do me the inestimable favor of at least appreciating that I, too, have gone the whole night without resting, as I have done so for you.”
It was true, Seren acknowledged, and not for the first time. He’d arrived like a delivering angel, plucking her up, willy-nilly, from the harbor. Against her will though it might have been, he’d nevertheless sheltered her from harm. More than she had, he’d had his wits about him enough to know that the King’s men would be arriving soon. Were it not for him, she would be on her way to gaol, or worse.
If she were less of an ingrate, she might thank him…
“I am not your gaoler,” he said, “I swore to keep you safe, and to do so, I must get you and that boy as far away from London as possible, so bear with me, if you please.”
At his chiding tone, Seren felt chagrined, though anger pricked at her heart. She felt like an ungrateful wretch, and still, she couldn’t bring herself to apologize. Her pride simply wouldn’t allow it, so she fell back again to ride with Jack. She and the boy shared a glance, but she daren’t hold Jack’s gaze—or anyone else’s for that matter. Fat tears welled in her eyes. Don’t cry, she demanded of herself. Don’t cry.
Don’t cry. Don’t cry. Don’t cry.
A light drizzle accompanied them… until finally she dried her tears.



Chapter
Twelve

It was impossible for Elspeth to concentrate.
No matter what Rosalynde claimed, it was disheartening to see how little protection her sister had here at Warkworth, with only a handful of tents for housing, and her donjon still in the midst of being constructed. Oh, how her sister expounded over the design and details, but all Elspeth saw was a pile of rocks, and this was not meant to be disparaging. Rather, it filled her heart with dread.
A quick breeze ruffled the heavy canvas, causing the marquee’s faded blue walls to billow like waves. Inside, all the tapers trembled, their flames dancing along unseen currents. Certainly, as tents went, the marquee was quite sumptuous, boasting a lovely curtained-bed heavily veiled in the prettiest shades of blues, from the palest hue that brought to mind Seren’s wintry eyes, to the richest cerulean blue Elspeth had ever spied. A sturdy, ornately carved table sat to one side of the marquee, bare as a bone, as though all schemes and blueprints had been hidden away before the lord’s departure. Elspeth could easily imagine this would be the lord’s table, where Giles de Vere made all his cloak and dagger plans. As for the remainder of the space, it was far plusher than any room Elspeth had at Aldergh, with many brightly colored embroidered cushions, all bearing exotic designs that put Elspeth in mind to the Saracens. But, despite all this luxury, it was only a tent, vulnerable to the elements—and worse, vulnerable to the likes of Morwen. All it would take for the entire edifice to erupt in flames was for someone to topple a candle.
Frowning, she said, “I must say you would be safer at Aldergh, Rose. Please, come home with me; we can send word to Giles in London. I know he will understand. He loves you.”
Rosalynde glanced up from the grimoire, regarding Elspeth with heavy lidded eyes. Elspeth knew Rose wanted her to stop bedeviling her, but she couldn’t. She was a mother now; it only served to bring out her maternal instincts all the more. Under the guidance of a constant stream of nursemaids, she’d raised all four of her sisters— including Rhiannon, no matter what Rhiannon would like to claim. Rhi had been such a willful child. From the time she could walk and talk—earlier than all the rest—it took all her efforts to keep her sister out of harm’s way.
Morwen herself was never a proper mother. For love of the Goddess, she was hardly a proper human being. But for all Elspeth’s cautions, betimes, her sisters were impetuous and reckless, and so far as Elspeth was concerned, this was one of those times.
“Nay,” Rosalynde said willfully. “I cannot.”
“Cannot or will not?”
Her young sister sighed, her attention returning stubbornly to the grimoire, one finger traveling the ancient page as she perused the text. “Both,” she said quietly, but Elspeth heard the iron-will in her voice.
She cast a hand up in frustration. “For the life of me, Rose, I cannot comprehend why your husband would allow you to remain here with so little protection.”
“To the contrary, Elspeth, I am well defended. Giles took every precaution before he left, and our gate is nearly impenetrable.”
“Nearly?”
“Completely,” Rosalynde demurred. “I warrant, ’tis as much so as yours. We took the design from Aldergh, after all.”
Elspeth tilted her youngest sister a dubious look. She waved a hand in a gesture to indicate the entirety of their surroundings. “What about this? Do you think this will stop her if she manages to find a way through your impenetrable gate? Your entire garrison, armed to the teeth, will be hard-pressed to protect you—and by the way, those leathers of yours, they are laughable in defense against our mother.”
“I have a very good suit of armor, fashioned to precise dimensions.”
“But, of course,” said Elspeth, hating her chafing tone, but unable to stop herself.
“Please, Elspeth. Stop worrying. Now that you’ve brought the Book, we’ll find a proper warding spell. Please, stop. I’ll not go,” Rosalynde said, more firmly. “I am needed here, and you, above all should understand why.”
Elspeth frowned. “Why?”
Rosalynde gave her an exasperated glance. “Because, as I have said. This is where Matilda plans to mount her campaign into England.” When Elspeth said naught, she lifted her brows. “You remember Matilda, do you not? You championed her all those years, and now wouldst you have me turn my back on our sister when she needs us most?”
“Half-sister,” Elspeth corrected. “And since when do you concern yourself with Matilda?”
“Since now.” Rosalynde said, her gaze flicking up to meet Elspeth’s, incensed. “Truly, Elspeth?”
“Do not mistake me, Rose. I realize how critical it is for Matilda to take her rightful place on England’s throne, but you are my true-blood sister, and I’ll not risk you, not even for such a noble cause.”
“I will not fail my lord husband. Nor will I betray our
cause,” she said, dismissing Elspeth’s complaints.
Mother’s mercy! Everything for the cause.
Elspeth more than anyone understood the importance of deposing the Usurper, but to leave another of her sisters vulnerable was unthinkable—not even to support Matilda.
Already, they’d lost Arwyn. Elspeth could not bear to lose Rosalynde as well, not even for the sake of the realm. Their sister Matilda had more than enough men to defend her, and proof of that was plain to see… if not, Morwen would have already found a way to kill her long ago—which was, in itself, heartening, because if Morwen could not destroy the one person she most loathed in this realm, there must, indeed, be some way to stop her—some way that did not involve losing yet another sister.
Months ago she’d taken to picking at her thumbnail. Now it was raw. Really, so much as it pleased her to see Rosalynde rallying behind Matilda, and so much as it relieved her to see that something was being done about the current politikal clime, she absolutely loathed the thought of putting any of her sisters in danger. At one point, she herself had been prepared to lay down her life for the cause, but now that she had two sweet babes, she must reconsider. If she died, what then would happen to Lachlan and Broc?
Nay, there was only one reason in the entire world she would ever leave them… and that was to aid her sisters. But considering Giles de Vere’s occupation, she had come here thinking Rosalynde would be very well defended. That did not appear to be the case, and they would be better off scheming at Aldergh, with three times the number of men, and a well-fortified castle and donjon filled with loyal stewards who would all die to defend them.
But here they were…
With a vengeance, Elspeth flicked her thumbnail, aggravating the flesh beneath.
What about Seren—where was she?
What about Rhiannon?
In the direst of moments, both she and Rosalynde always managed to hear from Rhi. For Elspeth, through mindspeaking. For Rosalynde, mindspeaking and dream visitation. But no matter how many times they engaged her now, Rhiannon remained eternally silent. The aether was as devoid of her presence as it was of Arwyn’s… except that Rhiannon’s absence was more like a closed door. Arwyn’s was a terrible, empty void.
With a weary sigh, she gave up the fight for the moment, thinking that so long as Rosalynde’s sword was not glowing, she must take comfort in that. And yet, no matter that it lay so quietly beside them, she couldn’t keep her eyes off the shining metal blade, with its intricately crafted serpents. She couldn’t believe all the things Rosalynde told her…
A gift from her husband, the sword was crafted by one forebear to give to another; it was the same weapon that once belonged to a son of Uther, by all accounts, as fine a warrior as ever did live. When the time came to choose his allegiance, he chose, not his father’s Roman kinsmen, but the people of Wales. And yet, the troubadours had this story wrong: Avalon was gone before Arthur ever took his first breath. He was only blessed by Avalon by virtue of his association with Taliesin. Moreover, Arthur’s sister was not responsible for his death.
What the troubadours did have correct was this: With that sword Rosalynde now possessed, Arthur slew hordes of Saxons, and eventually, he and his armies caused the Romans to flee Wales. But how ironic it was that the very men he vanquished were the very men who’d, somehow, not only come to possess his sword, but were also the ones Matilda now called in defense of the realm—the Romans with their Paladins.
Even now, Elspeth could hardly believe Giles was a member of the Papal Guard—defenders of the realm, so ’twas said, but huntsmen nevertheless. They were the ones who’d carried out her grandmamau’s sentencing—a fact Elspeth was still coming to grips over.
Sighing ruefully, she watched her sister pore over the ancient tome. The Book of Secrets was ancient and irreplaceable. There was no other of its kind. Within its hallowed pages were hundreds of untold mysteries, alchemic prescriptions and long-forgotten spells. To the wrong eyes, it could be infinitely dangerous, and therefore, the Book was bound by blood magik; only a dewine’s blood could reveal its true nature. To keep it safe, Rosalynde had risked her life to steal it north, and if Morwen ever retrieved it… well, then, the realms of men should hide beneath their beds.
Embossed upon the aged volume were endless, ever-changing symbols emerging and receding into the leather surface—a wonder to be sure, and she marveled that not so long ago she would have considered this utterly impossible. And yet, here they were, and there was Rosalynde—wife to a huntsman—reading the Book of Secrets in plain sight.
Truly, it was a marvel, and Elspeth was glad to be a witness to it, even if she missed her babes so much it hurt. Even now, her nipples were sore from having suckled them so long after the wet-nurse advised her to wean them. Her body remembered their weight at her bosom, and her nipples throbbed with the desperation to feed them. But, alas, dwelling on that served no one right now, and if she kept it up, she would ruin yet another gown.
Pushing her sweet boys out of her head, she peered down at the grimoire. For hours now they’d been searching for a good protection spell, and there were many, but none powerful enough to wield the way Elspeth had wielded that spell on the battlements the eve of their mother’s attack. That spell was not in this Book, for it had come directly from the Mother Goddess, fully formed as it sprang to her lips.
And yet, so much as she appreciated the divine intervention, that night was a blight on her memory.
That night, whilst their mother had waited in a tent—not unlike this very tent—outside proximity of Aldergh’s missiles, she’d sent an angry swarm of ravens. Thousands upon thousands of black birds descended upon her home, and Elspeth had not known what to do.
On the one hand, she hadn’t believed she could do anything at all. On the other hand, she was mortified to reveal herself as a witch—no less before the very souls she’d hoped to impress. But in that instant, spurred by the memory of something Rhiannon had said to Malcom, she’d lifted her hand and cast a warding spell unlike any she’d ever heard.
But that was the thing about grimoires; not everything was perfectly recorded; some spells were Goddess sent. And still, it was easier to imagine what could be done if only one knew what had been done—and this, no doubt, was the reason their mother would not allow them to open the Book.
That, and Elspeth had a burning suspicion there was something else hidden amidst these pages… something Morwen didn’t want anyone to see… something Elspeth had yet to discover…
“What about the warding spell you said you cast at Aldergh?”
“The one before I left… or the other?”
“The one you cast before you left.”
“Nay,” said Elspeth. “That was not precisely a protection spell. Rather, it only fortifies the spell I cast on the battlements. It would not serve you here.”
“What about this one?” Rosalynde asked, tapping a finger on the page.
Elspeth leaned closer, reading the words below her sister’s fingertip.
“Sacred Water?”
“Aye,” Rosalynde said. “It might not protect us from the firmament, but it could keep Morwen and her minions from crossing the motte. We could divert the river, fill the ditch, then bless the motte with this spell.” She tapped the Book again.
Elspeth lifted a brow. “What motte?”
Rosalynde sighed. “We do have a motte,” she persisted. “You must know, it takes time to rebuild, and truth be told, this is why I cannot leave. There is too much to be done, and I will not abandon Warkworth.”
“What about Edmond? Is he not your steward?”
“Newly appointed,” Rosalynde said. “He knows little.”
“Little as you?”
Arching her brow again, in much the same way Elspeth was wont to do, Rosalynde countered, in a high-handed voice. “As little as you when you came to be Lady of Aldergh?”
“Point well made,” Elspeth relented, because that was true. Until she’d applied herself to the task, she hadn’t had the first clue how to run a castle. She still wouldn’t know how to lead a garrison, nor command a workforce. But these were tasks better left to her lord husband, and nevertheless Rosalynde was here prancing about in men’s leathers, trying to wield a hefty sword that was more than twice her size. It befuddled Elspeth, and she didn’t see a woman grown when she looked at her baby sister.
“And yet you flourished.” Rosalynde persisted.
When Elspeth pursed her lips in answer, Rosalynde continued, “Do not gainsay me, Elspeth. I have been to your home. You are an excellent chatelaine, sister mine, and so, too, will I be with time.”
Elspeth pouted, because that was, precisely, what she was afraid of; she didn’t know how much time they had. Any given moment their mother could arrive with the King’s army, and Eustace had already demolished Warkworth once, burning the entire castle, with its lord and lady asleep in their beds. By the cauldron. She had never heard a more horrific tale. Any man who could rise above this, to help Morwen’s daughter, was a saint.
And truly, if, indeed, he so wished to exact revenge, agreeing to help Seren would be the perfect way to do it. He could strangle her in her sleep, and no one would be there to stop him. And why wouldn’t he?
Wilhelm and Giles—half-brothers by blood—were the only survivors of a once noble family, but only because neither was present at the time of the burning. Wilhelm, so she’d been told, arrived in the wee hours, with the castle and fields still smoking and the stench of death wafting in the air, only to discover that his entire family—father, brother, sisters, and sister-by-law, the latter pregnant with her firstborn child—burnt in their beds. If that could be the fate of a donjon built of wood, a marquee was entirely too vulnerable.
“I have a well-equipped garrison at my command,” Rosalynde said, laying a hand atop Elspeth’s arm to assuage her. “Moreover, my husband left his best warriors at my command.”
“His best?”
Rosalynde sighed. “Stop arguing, Elspeth. I grow weary. It helps not at all.”
Elspeth sighed as well, blinking back tears as she glanced down at the page… at the warding spell her sister had proposed—and then suddenly recalling a trick her grandmamau taught her. She bent close, blowing softly over the vellum, searching for hidden script.
She frowned when she noted the shimmering symbol that materialized—a downturned triangular mark.
This was the arcane symbol for water, but it lay encircled, which was the mark of the divine. “Rosalynde… to cast this spell you need witchwater,” she explained. “That is not a thing you can make, nor summon if you’ve not the power to do so. ’Tis not the same as water you bless.” She met her sister’s shimmering blue eyes—eyes that were so like her own. “To my knowledge none of us have ever summoned elements in this fashion—not witchwater, witchwind nor witchfire. Not even Rhiannon.”
“Aye, well… perhaps that is not entirely true,” said Rosalynde. Elspeth blinked and Rosalynde shrugged. “I believe Arwyn could summon witchfire,” she said.
Elspeth twisted her face.
“’Tis true. I saw her do it once, perhaps twice, though she did not understand what it was, nor did I at the time. ’Tis only now that I’ve had the opportunity to read through the grimoire that I understand what I saw. It was witchfire, no doubt. I know it by its color—that odd, blue flame.”
“Hmm,” said Elspeth, remembering a time at Llanthony when Arwyn scorched Father Ersinius’ opulent robe that lay drying in the yard. She’d been washing the garment when that cantankerous old fool approached her to scold her, bidding Arwyn to watch what she was doing, lest she ruin the material. Later, when no one was looking, while that gown lay drying in the sun with its gold threads shimmering, Arwyn consumed the cloth with a strange blue flame that burned so swiftly and intensely the robe was reduced to ash in the blink of an eye. “I do remember,” she said. “But keep in mind that you cannot fill a motte with witchwater, if you do not have a motte or if you cannot summon witchwater. Neither you, nor I, can summon witchwater.” She swallowed, heard. “Arwyn is dead.”
Rosalynde frowned.
“Well,” Elspeth challenged. “Can you?”
Rosalynde shook her head, looking discouraged. Both sisters fought tears. But, sad as the case might be, they hadn’t the luxury of underestimating their mother, or all would be lost. Now that Elspeth had her babes, she understood precisely what it meant to rise to this task. If she were to lose one child, she couldn’t simply lie down and allow the other to perish. This was a time for strength. “We shall keep looking,” she said. “Do not fret; we will discover a way.”
Nodding, Rosalynde turned the page, then flipped the Book to read a scribbled note in the margin. “There are so many notations here… this is an interesting one: “Did you realize the Mark of the Mother—” The crossed eyes that denoted a Regnant— “Are not always evident at birth?”
“Nay,” said Elspeth. “What does it say?”
“Well, there is an entry here under Mark of the Mother—perhaps in our grandmamau’s hand. It says, carnelian at birth, be apprised, by pubertas, a mark of the wise.”
“How curious,” agreed Elspeth. “Though I do not remember a time when Rhiannon’s eyes were not afflicted.”
Rosalynde shrugged. “Aye, well, neither do I, but this is what it says.” She put the Book down again and turned another page.
“Keep looking,” said Elspeth. “Somewhere in those pages lies something Mother doesn’t want us to see.”



Chapter
Thirteen

Dawn broke with a bruised sky that mirrored the bruises in Seren’s heart. But at least she didn’t have to remind Wilhelm to keep watch for Morwen’s birds. Instinctively, he seemed to understand the threat, surveilling the skies as carefully as he did their surroundings. But, of course, she needn’t wonder why he knew to do it; surely Rosalynde had advised him. After all, they’d spent much time before Rosalynde’s departure from London, worrying about their mother’s birds—those odious white-necked ravens born and bred to serve one master. Like most rooks, they could be taught the King’s Tongue, and while messenger pigeons returned only to the location of their birth, these abominations were drawn to Morwen, making her entirely indispensable to Stephen. After all, since all her little spies were controlled by her, and spoke only to her, it was only natural she should become such a valuable resource to England’s sovereign, intercepting messages from all over the realm.
Point in case: When Duke Henry defied his mother to attack Wiltshire two years ago, it was Morwen’s ravens that warned Stephen of the invasion. Stephen’s army was already waiting to oust him when he arrived.
Seren didn’t know precisely how it worked. She suspected the magik involved was somehow connected to Merlin’s Crystal. This was why they couldn’t leave London without destroying the scrying stone. But, of course, Rose could have had no inkling what they’d done. She would have worried all the way north. But fortunately, without that scrying stone, Morwen couldn’t spy on anyone anymore, save through her minions and remaining birds, diminished as they must be. Thousands upon thousands of ravens were slain at Aldergh. Even in their solitude, they’d heard rumors. The court was atwitter over it all, whispering in the halls. “I knew they were witches,” she’d overheard one woman say.
Then, from her gossipmongers:
“But, of course! Have you never seen the way she defies him?”
She, being Morwen. Him, being the King.
“With nary a word of reprimand,” hissed another.
“If anyone ever dared such things as Morwen dares, they would find themselves drawn and quartered, entrails ripped from their bowels.”
“But not her.”
“Of course not. Because she’s a witch. Can you imagine entertaining such a lover in front of your queen? How can she bear such insult?”
She, being Maude—the King’s greedy, pinched-nose wife.
“Alas, ’tis one thing to have a nice, discreet paramour, but nay. There’s no telling how many men have sampled her wares. She’s been with Henry, Stephen, now Eustace, and I rather imagine Cael d’Lucy is no less a bedfellow.”
“Eustace is a mean little⁠—”
“Hush now… do not speak treason. I am told ’tis only a matter of time before he convinces the archbishop to confirm that wretch and Eustace will be our rightful king before long.”
The first woman crossed herself, whispering, “God forbid.”
But nay, Seren thought. These past fourteen years, God and his saints had all abandoned them. Better that each man and woman look to their hearts and seek the truth, for the realm was filled with prevaricators, who’d much rather entertain a beautiful lie than know a terrible truth.
And, in the meantime, her mother was a master of legerdemain. With such careful slights of hand, she twisted truth as easily as a court jester shuffled cups and balls.
Her mother would have everyone believe Elspeth was being held against her will by the traitor Malcom Scott. But the truth was more likely that Elspeth had aligned herself with him, and Malcom had defected of his own accord. After all, wasn’t he Scots-born? Surely, he must have found some cause to return to the troth of his birth. And, if, in truth Elspeth remained at Aldergh, perhaps she was there because she loved the man. Like Rosalynde, Seren preferred to believe that, for love’s sake, her eldest sister had summoned the most powerful magik—magik borne of love. And it made sense, knowing Elspeth—how little love she had for the Craft. Only true love could ever have forced her to acknowledge her dewine legacy. And nevertheless, despite this, Elspeth’s magik was not enough to save them. Scotia’s king had intervened, arriving at Aldergh with more than three thousand warriors, forcing Eustace’s army into retreat.
Only now, in hindsight, Seren wondered if Elspeth could have had a hand in that as well, because David owed them, and Elspeth was not above demanding recompense. And considering all that, she wondered why Rosalynde would abandon Aldergh for Warkworth. Could she have gone anticipating Seren’s arrival?
But nay, that didn’t make sense.
Why should Rosalynde wish to remain in the company of Seren’s betrothed when she could have remained with Elspeth? If, in truth, Giles de Vere still meant to wed Seren, her sister was not born to be anyone’s mistress. Rosalynde was far too proud to allow herself to be used so meanly, and Seren knew Rosalynde well enough to know she would never seduce another woman’s betrothed. Nor would she ever be content to be a courtesan.
Nay. Rosalynde was too smart, and too spirited.
And yet, Wilhelm had clearly said she was waiting at Warkworth for Seren, and if he was to be believed, there must be a reason for that—what was it?
Had Rosalynde quarreled with Elspeth?
That was entirely possible. Rosalynde and Rhiannon both often took umbrage over Elspeth’s officious manner.
And still, the question thickened her throat, for even now, were the bonds of sisterhood unraveling, only to leave her and her sisters lonesome and vulnerable?
Goddess only knew, their mother would love that. Aside from killing Matilda, there could be little more satisfying to Morwen Pendragon than to see her daughters estranged and alone.
Poor, poor Arwyn.
But at least her baby sister would suffer no longer. She was at peace now, loved and protected by the Goddess. Morwen would never again harm her.
Grief made her swallow with difficulty. There was so much she wished to ask Wilhelm of Warkworth, but so far, they hadn’t had much accord, and it wasn’t so much that she was afraid of him. Rather, she didn’t know what to ask, nor was he very forthcoming.
Later, she decided.
Later, when they were settled, after Jack was asleep… then she would inquire.

LATER CAME SOONER THAN ANTICIPATED.
About an hour after the sun rose, Jack slumped over his horse’s withers.
Without a word, Wilhelm seized the boy’s reins. He led them into the woods, ferreting out a secluded spot within a thicket of hickory, elm and ash. Nearby, though not precisely within sight, Seren could hear the gurgling of a brook, and it seemed entirely probable he had been there before.
It made sense not to sleep so close to the brook in order to avoid travelers, but it was close enough to hear the trickling—a sound that until yesterday had been comforting. Now, it reminded her of Arwyn. Night after night, she and her sister had slept together in that cot, listening to the sound
of water outside the ship’s hull, and she had dared believe they were safe. Tears stung her eyes as she tethered the horse, and once the mounts were secure, Wilhelm left, again without a word, presumably to hunt for their supper—or, rather, to break the fast, as the case should be. Seren only guessed as much because he’d grabbed a quiver and a bow before leaving.
In the meantime, she encouraged Jack to find himself a comfortable spot to lie down. She helped him relocate a few rocks, gave him a pillow of bracken to lay beneath his head… and just for good measure, she used a bit of magik to fluff the leaves. He would never know.
“I’ll wake you when it’s time to sup,” she said gently, as she threw his blanket over him. Weary as he was, it didn’t take long; he closed his eyes at once and was snoring within an instant.
As she knelt there, watching him sleep, the sliver of crystal in her pocket hummed. She ferreted it out, examining the shard. It glowed faintly though without imagery, but she thought she spied a golden eye peering back at her—odd. It wasn’t a vision… more like a reflection, but her eyes were not amber. Rhiannon’s eyes were amber. Like their grandmamau, her sister bore the Mark of the Mother—the crossed, amber-lit eyes that distinguished her as a Regnant Priestess. What was the shard trying to tell her?
Frowning, she returned the shard to her pocket, wandering over to inspect her saddlebag only to discover how attentive Wilhelm had been to detail.
Already, she’d found there was a blanket for each of them, strapped to the backs of their mounts, but inside her own bag, she discovered a few bites to eat, which made her complaining all the more unreasonable, though surely, he could have said so. How obnoxious to keep silent, save that she might have responded the same if faced with an ungrateful companion—which, of course, she knew she was. It simply hadn’t occurred to her to look.
There were a few more surprises; most notably a change of clothes—not one, but two—and a lightweight cloak, making her wonder why he’d allowed her to wear his crude brown cloak for so long. She also discovered a comb in the bag, and a thin, blue ribbon to plait her hair—small gestures, but each considerate beyond measure, and this from a man who, until now, had seemed entirely disagreeable.
So, it seemed; Wilhelm Fitz Richard was even more a conundrum than she’d suspected him to be.
Unfortunately, there wasn’t time to explore that thought. There was too much to be done, and she didn’t particularly feel like forgiving him, not yet. Before he returned, she must draw herself a pentacle large enough to protect them tonight, and she must do so without Wilhelm or Jack realizing what it was she was doing. She wouldn’t feel comfortable sleeping without warding the premises, but despite that Wilhelm seemed to understand who and what she was, she still didn’t feel comfortable performing the Craft in his presence.
Nor did Jack have any inkling who she was. So far as the boy was concerned, she and her sisters were merely passengers aboard his father’s ship, awaiting their time to set sail. It could well be that he would rise above prejudgment, but it was more likely he would fear her for what he couldn’t possibly understand.
Breaking off a piece of the pan, she tasted it, surprised by the subtle flavor of salt. In truth, salt was an extravagance available only to the wealthy, and even then, it was never wasted on pan, since pan didn’t need preservation.
“Fascinating,” she said, and resolved not to waste it. She swallowed hastily, shed herself of Wilhelm’s cloak, folded it neatly, put it in his saddlebag, and then considered what she presently knew about pentacles—nothing much, until Rosalynde decided to flee with the Book. Her sister had been so sure she could travel inconspicuously, aided by no more than a glamour and warding
spell. So, for weeks before she left London, they’d practiced spells together, and studied the diagrams until Seren could now draw pentacles in her sleep. She might not have the grimoire in her possession at the instant, but the incantations were etched in her brain.
As a matter of practice, the pentacle was only intended to harness magik within a specific area. Though certainly a warding spell could be cast without it—proof of that was in the spell Elspeth cast at Aldergh—the boundary offered added protection.
Deciding she must draw one large enough so no one could discern it at a glance, she searched for a proper stick to etch with, and while she was at it, she gathered enough tinder for a small fire. Piling the tinder near sleeping Jack, she studied the perimeter, because, truly, it was a complicated matter and she still had matters to resolve.
Most notably, no single diagram could serve every situation. There were many, many things to consider. No two dewines were alike, and the Craft was specific to every individual. She and her sisters each had their own predominant skills: For Elspeth this was her ability to read auras, and Elspeth also had a certain charm for animals. Seren, too, had this calling to the natural world, but her métier was more healing and all things apothecary while Rosalynde had a very good feel for elemental magik. Rhiannon, of course, could do all they could do and more. But regardless of their skills, she and her sisters each had an affinity to one element, from whence all powers manifested; and this is where Seren found a quandary.
You see, altogether, there were four main elements, plus a fifth element called the quintessence. Only a dewine with a primary to the aether could ever hope to master all five. Her sister Rhiannon was such a dewine, but one needn’t be a priestess to be aligned to aether. But the quintessence was a divine element. It contained in itself the essence of life, the very matter from which all else was born. If Seren, too, were aligned to aether it might explain why the witchwind had appeared so belatedly. She had always assumed hers was a gentler form of magik, but what if, in truth, it only appeared to be gentle because, like Arwyn, she’d had trouble conjuring it?
Clearly, Arwyn’s element was fire. That was the only magik she’d ever possessed. Rosalynde was aligned to water. And, after much discussion, they’d surmised Elspeth must be aligned to Earth, but it was impossible to say for certes, because Seren doubted even Elspeth knew it herself. For so long, their eldest sister wouldn’t even speak of their legacy, much less practice the Craft. So, then, it made sense that for so long Seren would believe her own affinity must be air, because, after all, what were the odds of having two blood sisters aligned to aether?
Amidst five siblings, it was far more reasonable that all would be aligned to one single element, rather than to have even one aligned to aether. The quintessence was that rare.
But here again was Seren’s dilemma: The witchwind she’d conjured yesterday might, indeed, attest to an affinity with air, but although it never materialized, she’d also had a very strong sense of witchwater as well. These two conjurations were impossible for a dewine aligned to air.
It was easier to explain when looking at a fully drawn pentacle, with all the elements properly placed, because there was naught accidental about their positioning. So here… she drew out a small pentacle for good measure.
If, in fact, Seren were aligned to air, then water would be her divergent—no witchwater there.
If, instead, she were aligned to aether, it should be fire. She tapped the ground where the fire symbol would go.
Witchwater was, indeed, quite possible with a fire affinity, but here was the case: If she were aligned to air, as she’d so long believed, she would also be aligned to aether and earth, but not to water, making witchwater an impossible feat.
On the other hand, if she were aligned to aether, with a bit of practice, all elements could be hers to manipulate, including fire and water, but, in truth, she’d never had much luck with fire. And this is why that was important: A pentacle must always be drawn precisely to one’s own affinity—precisely. If she drew it wrong, and made the mistake of choosing the wrong element to place at the vertex, it would leave them defenseless. The pentacle would be useless.
To make matters even more complicated, there were two types of spells to be cast: All things were either summoned or banished, accepted or denied, created or destroyed, transformed or reformed. A protection spell was in essence a banishing spell, meant to repel. Therefore, she must begin drawing with her divergent at her southernmost point, and end with her true element at the vertex, always with the properly drawn symbol. For a summoning spell, it would be exactly the opposite, and she would begin drawing at her vertex, ending with her divergent, always leaving her most vulnerable ingress at her feet.
After all, she could play it safe and choose the affinity Rhiannon had claimed was hers, but Rhiannon was hardly infallible. She was flesh and blood, like anyone else. She could be mistaken. And, if Seren chose air, when her affinity was aether… well, then… these two might seem similar, but they were entirely different.
She took the stick and erased her drawing, still contemplating…
She didn’t know how to explain the feeling she’d had… it wasn’t like anything she’d ever experienced in all her life. It felt… strange—as though if she merely let herself go, if she’d allowed the first tear in a moment of fervor…
Well, she might never know, because it didn’t happen, and still, she had a feeling that she, like Rhiannon, was aligned to aether.
Could it be? Was it possible? Could two blood sisters be aligned to the quintessence?
Inhaling a breath, Seren decided upon aether as her primary and began drawing the pentacle precisely as she remembered, murmuring softly as she worked.
Goddess of light shield us tonight.
Ye who would harm, ye who would maim,
Proceed and face the same.
A band of light burst at the edges of her diagram, thrumming softly, then vanishing, and she exhaled in relief, never realizing she’d been holding her breath. Aether, it must be. If she were doing this wrong, there would be no power in her words. Encouraged, she continued again, murmuring softly, so as not to disturb Jack.
With cloth and cord of darkest night, I shroud my soul.
Light is the weapon I wield to keep us whole.
By all on high and law of three,
This is my will, so mote it be.



Chapter
Fourteen

Wilhelm held back, reluctant to disturb.
After their encounter with the Shadow Beast, her sister had insisted upon casting that very same warding spell every night before sleeping; he recognized the strange motions Seren was making with her stick.
Doubting the power of magik wasn’t an option. The alternative was far worse. God only knew, he’d witnessed the unbridled power of evil with his own two eyes, and if magik couldn’t protect them, Wilhelm would never sleep again.
His gaze drifted to Jack. Somehow, the boy was fast asleep under his blanket in the middle of her rendering, completely unaware of the protection spell Seren was summoning—oh, to be so innocent. Clearly, he trusted his elders to keep him safe. Poor boy, he couldn’t possibly understand what menace surrounded them, and if Wilhelm could spare him that truth, he would. As annoyed as he’d been over having to bring the lad into their fold, he was coming to admire him. His father had taught him well. He was polite, intelligent, respectful, and if he had a wandering eye for Lady Seren’s breasts… well, then… Wilhelm hadn’t any stones to throw. He was hard-pressed not to look himself. But, more and more, he was coming to see that whatever beauty Seren possessed on the outside, she possessed it threefold within. For all that she was angry over her sister’s fate, and for all that she seemed to need to blame Wilhelm, she took good care of the boy, willing to challenge even Wilhelm over the child’s well-being.
And, in truth, had Wilhelm not been so ill-humored, he would have jumped to her bidding. Helping that boy was the right thing to do.
He bided his time, watching her work…
Before meeting Rosalynde, he’d never believed a word of those rumors. He was not a believer in witches; the very word was but an epithet for women the likes of Morwen Pendragon. But now he was a believer. There was no denying the things he’d witnessed over these past months. And he still couldn’t conceive it, but his weedy little brother, the boy who wouldn’t put down his books to consider a sword, was a Paladin for the Church—a huntsman Rosalynde called him.
Huntsman… executioner… headsman…
God only knew, there was so much about Giles Wilhelm still didn’t know—and to think he’d once doubted his brother’s prowess with a blade.
Never again.
If the Black Knight of legend was a master swordsman, Giles was something other, expertly wielding his weapon with incredible feats of physicality. Much as he’d feared that Shadow Beast, some part of him would go back and do it again, if only to see his brother in action—standing atop his mount and pirouetting his weapon like a spin top.
Shifting his burden from one hand to another, he waited for Seren to finish, his heart squeezing over the way she looked at the boy—her gaze so full of tenderness. To his chagrin, it still gave him a small tweak of envy, even as it warmed the cockles of his heart.
How might it be to have her look at him with so much affection? Only for him with the heat of desire.
She is grieving, fool. Get your head out of your breeches.
And what makes you think she would think of you this way?
Only look at her, and then look at yourself.
She looked tired, he thought, bedraggled even, though her long, pale red hair was no longer escaping her thick plait. That’s precisely why he’d bought her the new ribbon, and he was pleased to see she’d found it and used it. It gave him a strange feeling down in the pit of his gut…
Pleasure? Pride? Satisfaction?
As much as he tried to understand, he couldn’t fathom how his brother could turn his back on the lady. She was nothing at all what Wilhelm had supposed… she, too, was something other… And yet, so much as he’d feared she would seduce Giles, she was seducing him without even trying. And perhaps that was the greatest source of his unease… because if he chanced to misjudge her… if she was more like her mother…
Here we go, again.
Cursing himself for a fool, he shifted the cony yet again, feeling the slow drip of warm blood glide down the butt of his palm. It was early yet. If he had his druthers, they would eat, nap briefly, then return without delay to the road. The sooner they returned to Warkworth, the better.
By now, Giles would have left to attend Stephen in London. Wilhelm had promised to hurry back, to watch over Rosalynde. Much as he loathed the thought, there was a good chance his brother might not return. Rosalynde had no inkling of this, else she might never have let him go, and there was little wonder Giles gave her his sword. Evidently, he feared as Wilhelm feared, that the instant he repudiated Seren and refused to kneel before Stephen… well… he shouldn’t dwell on that right now.
Giles was his own man and Wilhelm trusted him to do the right thing. And if doing the right thing got his neck in a rope or his entrails fed to Morwen’s birds… well, there was little he could do about that.
Right now, his main concern—his only concern—should be Seren. Come what may, he would deliver the lady safely to Warkworth… or die trying.
As for that boy… he didn’t know what to do with Jack. Perhaps his brother’s affiliations would better determine his fate. In slumber, the lad seemed so bloody innocent, and Wilhelm’s heart swelled with pity for the loss he’d endured. Even as a man grown, Wilhelm had wept blood tears to look upon his own sire’s burnt carcass, and even now, the memory wedged a meaty lump in his throat.
In contrast, even despite her own grief, and soft as she appeared, Seren had been a pillar of strength.
Wilhelm was slowly but surely coming to admire her as well.
All night long they’d traveled in silence, stopping only when necessary, and unless she was caring for the boy, she scarcely spoke, much less sniveled or mewled. So much as he loathed to confess the truth, he, himself, had been far more whingey than she. It took Wilhelm a while, but he was over his pique at having been judged and found wanting. So he wasn’t a scholar, like Giles. Never once had he aspired to be one. He was a warrior to the bone, and the sword in his belt was deadlier than any pen. And this time, given the opportunity, he would use it with deadly force.
Impatient now, he fidgeted yet again, feeling guilty for spying. But he sensed she felt ill-at-ease performing her sorcery in front of others, so it was only after she was finished with her incantation and then had a chance to sprinkle handfuls of leaves over the edges of her diagram that he stepped forward from the shadows.
GASPING IN STARTLE, Seren raised a hand to her throat. She had scarcely completed her ritual when Wilhelm appeared. Without a word, he emerged from the trees, stepping gingerly over the pile of leaves she’d put down.
“Forgive me,” he said. “I didn’t wish to intrude.”
Was it her imagination, or was his tone a little gentler?
“Hungry?” he asked, and when she frowned at the poor, dead beast she spied in his hand, he put the cony down and divested himself of the quiver on his back, emptying the contents. Out spilled his arrows, along with a stash of mushrooms, berries and truffles.
“A peace offering,” he said, with a tiny smile.
“For me?”
He inclined his head, giving her a nod, and his full lips tipped higher at the corners, his lips parting enough to give her a glimpse of straight, white teeth. The sight of his smile made Seren’s heart thump.
“Pax?”
Seren nodded eagerly. “Pax,” she agreed, and came forward to admire the wealth of his foraging. Amidst the lot, she recognized a horse mushroom, along with wood-ears, and grisettes, but she also spied a suspicious one, and plucked it up. “This is not edible,” she said, plucking off a piece, and showing it to him. “It looks like the others, but when you bruise it, it turns yellow.”
He nodded, his gaze shifting from Seren to the mushroom, then back. Standing so close, it was impossible to ignore his gargantuan size, and she wondered idly what he’d eaten as a child to make him sprout to such great heights.
Smiling, she said, “It won’t kill you, but…” She winked. “You might wish it had.”
It would seem more natural for Elspeth, as an Earth Child, to excel at herbs, but Seren’s natural affinity was akin to an apothecary’s. She was quite well versed in medicinals. The yellow-staining mushroom might fill his belly, but it would empty it in minutes.
He nodded, and she blushed, feeling oddly embarrassed about discussing these matters with him. To cover her nervousness, she lifted up the horse mushroom, tasting it gingerly. Clearly, he’d put so much effort into hunting for sustenance in order to please everyone. Jack would be grateful for the rabbit, but, she would be quite content with whatever he’d foraged. Whilst living at the priory, their meals had rarely consisted of animal flesh. Betimes they ate a bit of fish, but Seren preferred to harvest what could be grown in their garden.
In London, there had been no dearth of carrion on the table, but it was not appetizing in the least to ogle a carcass made to look as though it could still be alive, complete with head and eyes. Thankfully, their mother rarely invited them to sup. Mostly, their meals had been consumed in the privacy of their own quarters. And, fortunately for them, Rosalynde was a handy little thief, so she’d quite oft ventured down into the kitchens to pilfer whatever could be found. Whilst on the road with Arwyn, they’d eaten nothing but bread—so much pan that Seren now felt like a fat loaf herself.
This was a nice surprise.
“Thank you,” she said.
He cast a backward glance at Jack, snuggled comfortably underneath the blanket, and shrugged. “Your sister did eat some cony, but it seemed to me she preferred not to. I thought perhaps you might feel the same.”
“Thank you,” she said again, surprised by his thoughtfulness, dropping the poisonous mushroom and crushing it beneath her slipper so Jack wouldn’t find it and mistakenly eat it. Then, wiping her fingers on her skirt, she wondered what else Wilhelm knew—and moreover, whether he’d spied her at her casting. There was that about his expression that made her feel maybe he had, and she tilted him a glance. “Did you see me?”
“I did,” he confessed, blushing, then averting his gaze, and turning toward the horses. Once again, he stepped over the leaves, and she knew beyond a shadow of doubt it was not a coincidence. Withdrawing something small from his saddlebag, he returned, once again taking care to avoid her pentacle lines. He knelt by the kindling, picking a stick. “Thank you,” he said, waving it at her.
“For what?”
“For gathering wood.”
Seren smoothed her skirts. “Well… it was the least I could do,” she said, feeling self-conscious. And then he peered up, surprising her with a question. “It was never my forte,” he confessed, pointing at the tinder. “Before I go making a clod of myself, I don’t suppose you can…”
Seren’s brows collided. “Kindle the fire?”
Wilhelm nodded, and she blinked, surprised that he would ask—not that she wouldn’t happily do it, if she could, but it surprised her they were speaking so frankly about the unspeakable. Her grandmamau was executed only because Elspeth had breathed a word of magik. How times had changed.
She thought perhaps Wilhelm was trying to make the point that he was okay with witchery. But, alas, she couldn’t do it. “I’ve never been good with fire,” she said, shaking her head.
Wilhelm nodded, then shrugged. Resigned, he struck his fire-steel to the pile of tinder as she knelt to watch, thinking that, after all, it might be a good time to broach the unbroachable. “So… you know?”
Two more times he struck his fire-steel to the kindling, then cursed. “Aye.”
Seren inhaled sharply, then exhaled. “You are not afeared?
He peered up then, his dark brows furrowing. “What gave you that stupid idea?”
Seren frowned. “Well… because… you don’t appear to be afraid.”
He tilted his head, and said with certainty, “You are wrong. I am terrified.”
And with that declaration, Seren’s heart sank.



Chapter
Fifteen

Wilhelm realized he must have disappointed her with his answer, but he was unaccustomed to speaking aught but truth. He wasn’t afraid of Seren, per se, but he was, indeed, afraid of everything she represented.
And more, he was afraid unto death that he would fail her—and this man-boy as well—just as he’d failed his kinsmen on the eve of Warkworth’s burning.
As he’d failed her sister the night in the woodlot.
If there was one thing he’d learned that day it was that there were forces at work outside his dominion that he was powerless to control, much less defeat.
That day, he’d been little more than a raging beast himself, brandishing his weapon against a creature that could not bleed—leastways not the way mortal men bled.
That strange amalgamation of smoke and shifting flesh had put the fear of God into him. Alone, he had been powerless to stop it. It descended from the heavens like a winged serpent, with a wingspan longer than Wilhelm was tall and a tail that could have sliced his flesh to the bone. Both appendages had put him on his arse faster than he could blink, and it was Rosalynde and Giles who’d discovered a way to defeat the creature—if, indeed, it was dead.
Somehow, Rosalynde’s incantation gave it form, and the instant Giles severed its head, it shifted again, metamorphosing into the shape of a man, then into a rush of foul-smelling smoke that vanished into a bauble.
God’s truth, he didn’t know where that reliquary was now, but he hoped with all his heart to never to encounter it again. Harmless though it might be, the very thought of it gave him a shiver, and truth be told, he wasn’t over the ordeal any more than he was over the burning at Warkworth. Admittedly, he’d experienced a jolt of fear when Seren ran toward that burning ship to save her sister, and he was still suffering the consequences—physically. He had a bellyache that could only be attributed to the greasy turkey leg he’d consumed in the market—that, or the ungodly knot of fear she’d inspired in the pit of his gut.
And by the by, it didn’t help matters overmuch that she’d felt the need to enlighten him about the mushroom. Of course, he didn’t eat any, but he needn’t eat a bad mushroom to suffer the ill effects she was warning him about, and it was as though somehow she knew… as her sister seemed to know so much. These dewine sisters were canny in a way that gave Wilhelm pause. In fact, he wasn’t even all that tempted by the cony he intended to cook. He knew the boy would be famished, and he wanted Seren to have her choice of sustenance, but, for his part, he would have been content enough with the pan in his saddlebag, and little of that besides.
He frowned. To be sure, they had this much in common: He couldn’t start a fire to save his life. Cursing beneath his breath, frustrated by his lack of skill, he struck the fire-steel half a dozen more times, until finally, a spark ignited. Very quickly, he settled the flame over the thin, dry end of a twig and was immensely relieved when the flame took, spreading swiftly over the brittle stick.
Watching him intently on the other side of the fire, Seren sank to her bottom, no doubt trying to think of more words to speak, although it seemed to him that perhaps she thought better of it, because she said nothing more. She was still holding a small bit of mushroom.
“Eat,” he demanded. “Then rest. We won’t be here long.”
“How long?”
“Not long,” he said curtly, and Seren huffed a sigh of frustration, the flames bending against her breath—in much the same way he longed to bend as well.
God’s truth, he bloody well didn’t like the way he felt—or maybe he did—but never in his life had he felt so much like a poppet. If only she would smile at him one more time, as she had when he’d revealed the mushrooms, he would prostrate himself at her feet. If there was aught of witchery at play this morning, it was her smile. She was irresistible and yet, he must resist, for this was no time for foolery and flirtation.
What in God’s name was he thinking?
Hadn’t he learned his lessons already? Loving a lady who could not love him back? What a halfwit he must be.
Seren Pendragon is not meant for the likes of you.
“Why are you so ill-tempered?”
He flicked her a glance, his cheeks warming to his chagrin. Because I can’t stop thinking about you, woman. Because I yearn for something I cannot have.
She sighed. “So much for our peace.”
Dispirited perhaps, her gaze fell upon the fire, and Wilhelm felt heartsore, because he wanted so desperately to be different. He wanted to sit here beside her, as Giles had done with Rosalynde, and banter wittily. He wanted to learn more about Seren and her sisters. He wanted to tell her about his own life. He wanted to know what she loved, what she despised. He wanted to reassure her that in some ways they weren’t very different—and perhaps share their losses.
But, alas, it wasn’t only Seren who’d judged him and found him wanting. He imagined himself through the eyes of a lady of her caliber, and saw only a fool of a man who would like to be something more. But that was the trouble… she made him long to be what he wasn’t. So, then, if he was, indeed, ill-tempered, it was all because of her. The way he felt about her was like a gaping hole in his leathers, leaving him vulnerable in a way he might never have anticipated.
She is not for you, he reprimanded himself again.
Whether she be witch, or a dewine—or whatever the hell Rosalynde called her sort—she was still a highborn lady, true-blood daughter to a dead king. Illegitimate or nay, Seren Pendragon was meant for a better man than he. But though Giles didn’t want her, Wilhelm did, and the longer he spent in her company, the more he wondered about the softness of her skin and the sweetness of her lips…
Even now, he felt his loins stirring, and he would like to have smacked his cock limp.
Annoyed by the turn of his thoughts, he waved her away. “Don’t you have some spell to cast, or something of the ilk?”
“Spell?”
“Whatever,” he said, waving her away.
Her eyes narrowed again, looking as stormy as they had when she’d cast that witchy wind over Dover.
God’s blood, that’s all he needed right now was to say the wrong thing and spur her ire. She would whip him into a tempest and cast him away, and he might well deserve it.
At any rate, he had a very good sense that whatever that was back there—that startling wind—it was only a fraction of the power this flower of Blackwood could harness. The simple fact that she seemed equally surprised by the conjuration was no comfort at all. It only left it all the more ill at ease.
“Nay,” she said, eyes glittering fiercely. “I have no spells to cast, but I’d very much like to turn you into a toad.”
That did the trick; she got up, abandoning Wilhelm to his dark, brooding thoughts. But he watched her walk away, wondering: Could she do that? Turn him into toad? Nay. It couldn’t be possible.
And yet… that beast in the woodlot had shifted shapes…
Every nerve in his body warned him to stay clear of Seren Pendragon, and nevertheless, he was never more aware of another human being in all his days—and that included Ayleth of Bamburgh.
Ayleth was not for you, he told himself.
Seren is not for you.
Good God, man—get hold of yourself.
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Fixing her gaze on his back, Seren willed the man to feel her outrage. So much for their truce, so much for peace. He was a sour-faced lout, and she didn’t know why she’d even considered his offer of pax.
Dwarfed by his size, his mare didn’t appear as though she could comfortably carry him, and even so, like most women, that poor beast managed to be stronger than people imagined. For certes, Seren was discovering her own strength, and though she still didn’t comprehend what happened to the Whitshed, she knew in her heart that her sister would want her to carry on.
She still had three living sisters, and together they must find a way to stop Morwen, else there would be more blood shed over this land than the last fourteen years of war combined.
Later, she would allow herself to mourn—later, when she was reunited with Rosalynde, and until then, she would continue to fantasize over ways to torture Wilhelm Fitz Richard.
For one, she would like to tie his ankles together and hang him like a bundle of herbs from the bough of a tree, then call bees to harass him.
Or mayhap charm a polecat and let the foul beast spray him so thoroughly he’d have good reason to scowl.
Only then, she recalled all his thoughtful gestures: the effort he’d taken to forage for her, the ribbon he’d bought in Dover, the satchel full of provisions, and the fact that he’d returned to help Jack, even against his will, and her anger dissipated.
Reaching back to finger the silk ribbon in her hair, smoothing it between her fingers, she decided that everything about this man confused her.
Three days had gone by since Dover, and so it seemed, he was still determined to ignore them. Mother’s mercy! He reminded her of those silly guards outside the King’s Hall—silent, long-suffering, and ever ready to serve, only pretending to look straight through them. But if you dared attempt to enter the King’s Hall, they planted their lances in your face quicker than you could blink.
Truly, in all her days, she had never been in the company of a man so intent upon dismissing her. She considered that a long moment, releasing the ribbon as her lips twisted wryly.
Elspeth so oft said her charm was a gift, like a glamour, irresistible and inescapable. But if that be the case, Wilhelm was hardly fazed at all. Riding beside her, Jack remained mopey. Long-faced, he chewed his left cheek and no doubt he was worried about finding his way home. For his sake, she realized that the worst thing she could do right now was to give in to her grief. “Do you have family in England?” she asked conversationally.
“Nay,” he said, shaking his head. “And you?”
Seren nodded. “I have four—” she swallowed suddenly and painfully. “Three… three sisters.”
“They are waiting for you?”
She sighed. “Only one… my sister Rosalynde.”
“Where are the rest?”
Seren sighed. “One sister in Wales, the other somewhere near Scotia.”
“Oh,” he said, and then went back to chewing his cheek.
Like a lodestone, her gaze returned to their rueful champion. He wasn’t unkind, not at all. Nor was he contemptuous; that wasn’t the problem. Rather, he was unapproachable and uncommunicative. And despite this, he still managed to be incredibly solicitous, looking after their every need—not only hers, but Jack’s, as well. Three full days they’d been on the road, and, aside from that first day, she’d not had to harry him once over stopping to see to their needs. Considering that, it seemed ungrateful to complain. If Seren was lonely, she had Jack to keep her company, and anyway, she was accustomed to silence. Much of their time at Llanthony had been spent in prayer, mostly because Ersinius was ever intent upon saving their heathen souls.
For the most part, Morwen had never bothered with her daughters. From the very instant they’d left court as wee ones, to the instant they’d returned as women-grown, their mother appeared to have forgotten she had daughters altogether, only rousing herself to do aught for them when it suited her purposes.
All those new dresses this past fall? Only because their appearance embarrassed Morwen—and particularly so when their “competition” was dressed to the teeth in the finest of Flemish cloths.
Invitations to sup? Only when their mother wished to remind King Stephen that she had daughters to wed to his endless list of new men—hundreds and hundreds of oath-breakers, whose only recommendation was that they were in the right place at the right time to serve.
As for Seren, Morwen had a particularly hideous beast in mind—one William Martel, who espoused loyalties to his sovereign, but was ever-prepared to betray him, as he’d once betrayed her father.
So they said, lampreys killed Henry, but Seren didn’t believe it for an instant. Eels’ blood was poisonous, and a small amount could, indeed, kill a man, which was why no one should eat them raw. But in such cases, the manner of death should be swift and painful. By all accounts, Henry had been hale that day, and though his death might, indeed, have been painful, he’d lingered overlong with fever and took his last breath with his “loyal” steward by his side—suspicious to say the least. And, according to Morwen, it was Martel who’d administered the poison, and if you asked Seren, her father made a far deadlier mistake than eating lampreys that day in Saint-Denis-en-Lyons; he’d made the mistake of inviting his vicious, deceitful mistress to the hunt.
But, of course, Seren couldn’t prove it. Neither was she present at her father’s deathbed, but she’d heard more than enough accounts of her father’s passing to know it was as suspicious as Wilhelm’s mood.
Something was niggling that man… something she couldn’t put her finger on. And yet if he was still piqued over having to go back for Jack, he never once took it out on the boy.
It must be something else.
To be sure, she didn’t have any sense he was resentful of his assignment. Rather, she had the feeling he took this task quite seriously, and more, he held Rosalynde in very high regard. He hadn’t said so, precisely, but whenever he mentioned Rose, there was a curious softening to his dark eyes. Could it be those two were… entangled?
Could this be why Rosalynde eschewed Aldergh for Warkworth?
Curious, indeed.
That made more sense than anything else Seren devised. And, it would also explain why Wilhelm was so intent upon ignoring her… perhaps he meant to be true to Rose?
At least it was something to think about, and if she ever found the nerve to pry, she would endeavor to ask.
Only, now, having considered it, she couldn’t get the possibility out of her mind…
She couldn’t blame Rosalynde for being drawn to Wilhelm. Even despite his sour disposition, there was something about him… She had a good sense that he was precisely who he was, and there would never be any pretense. And, to Seren, he was more attractive than his brother.
Of course he was also less refined, but whatever he lacked in social graces, he made up for in countenance. Giles was far too erudite for Seren’s taste, and she was much more attracted to Wilhelm’s strength—more’s the pity for her if her sister had already claimed him for herself.
Only why would you wish to claim that man?
Why would you pine for someone who doesn’t want you?
Only because he doesn’t treat you like everyone else?
She had a sense that he was only hiding behind his aloofness, because she felt his regard, as though he had eyes in the back of his head.
Unbidden, she thought about his hands… If his finesse with that blade was any indication, she believed he could be a gentle lover. But that thought burned her cheeks, because a lady wasn’t supposed to consider such things. And yet, betimes, when she lay abed and the room was quiet and dark… silvery moonlight peeking in… she imagined herself lying with a man, and her body burned nearly as hot as her cheeks.
Oh, she did, indeed, understand what transpired betwixt men and women. They were dewines, after all, and her people did not believe a woman’s body was a temple to be worshipped. Rather they worshipped the Goddess with their gifts. She was no different from a flower—and if one understood a flower as a dewine understood a flower and could sense life and the pursuit of it, it was easy to see how it bent to the sun… how it titillated over the puff of a warm breath… how the small hairs on its stem shivered in delight to a touch.
“E’s got a bee up his bum,” said Jack, interrupting her reverie, and Seren gasped, lifting a hand to her lips, trying not to laugh.
Jack shrugged. “This is what my papa used to say when I was ill-tempered.”
Indeed, boys were such plainspoken creatures. But though Seren would never have suggested such a thing herself, Wilhelm did seem to have a bee up his bum. She smiled at Jack, rewarding him with a smile—their first light-hearted banter since leaving Dover.
“I am sorry about your sister,” he said.
“I’m sorry about your papa.”
His voice was sad. “I keep thinking it is not true.”
So did Seren, but, alas, it was.
She couldn’t feel her sister’s Heart Flame anymore. Arwyn was long gone to wherever spirits were borne.
Tears pricked her eyes anew. Only by night did she shed them, and only when everyone was fast asleep.
The boy’s lower lip fattened. “Me mum said he was too mean to die; I really believed her.”
“Well,” Seren said, with a lingering note of sorrow. “Everybody dies, Jack. Fortunately, you still have your mother, and…” She looked at him, wondering what else she could say to assuage him. “You know, my grandmamau said death was naught more than the shedding of flesh and bones.”
He lifted a shoulder. “What is left?”
“Spirit,” she answered brightly, and she gave him a nod, when he tilted her a questioning look. “’Tis true.”
“You mean, like souls?”
“Aye,” she said. “Precisely so.”
Seren smiled at him fondly, hoping he wouldn’t see past her facade. All she felt now was emptiness where her sister was concerned, and if there was, indeed, another plane of existence, she couldn’t feel it right now. “According to my grandmamau,” she expounded, “there are five components to the spirit. The first wouldst be the name you are given at birth. So long as your name is remembered by anyone at all, you remain in this world. This is why, if you do great deeds, your memory endures. It is also why sometimes names are etched upon tombstones.”
“Only lords have tombstones.”
“Mayhap, though you don’t need a tombstone to be remembered; I know the names of many men who have gone from this world.”
He lifted his chin. “Like who?”
“King Arthur, for one.”
Jack frowned. “I don’t know this man.”
Well, of course he wouldn’t know a Welshman. Seren tried again. “What about your grandsire? He captained the Mora, did he not?”
The boy nodded, peering up hopefully.
Seren smiled. “You know, The Conqueror is my grandsire.”
“`Tis true, then; your papa is King Henry?”
Seren nodded, then shrugged. There was so little of her father’s presence in her upbringing, even despite that they’d spent their early years wandering his halls. Alas, Henry was but the stallion who’d sired her, and despite that England might never forget him, she had no inkling of him at all. He was but a shadow from her past. And, perhaps Elspeth knew him better, but, in Seren’s estimation, barely more than she did. Her sister, for all that she was Goddess sent, was a beautiful dreamer. She was a fantast, who imagined the Empress cared about her bastard siblings, and so much as Seren would like to believe it as well, she supposed now she would never know for sure. Whatever opportunity she’d had to meet Matilda was gone, along with the Whitshed. And it was just as well; that part of their journey had meant more to Arwyn than it ever did to Seren. If the truth be known, she was glad to be seeking her true sisters instead of Matilda.
“I don’t believe in witches,” Jack said proudly, without any prompting. “My papa says people love to talk, and I should ignore them.”
Seren peered down at the boy, puzzled for an instant, only to realize that he and his papa must have been discussing them. No doubt some rabble-rouser had warned Captain Airard about harboring witches. Was that what led to his death?
Indeed, Seren suspected there was foul play, but so much as she wished to believe it must be Morwen, perhaps there was another reason for the burning. More’s the pity, one way or another, she had the sense Captain Airard would still be alive were it not for her and her sister, and Jack might not blame her, but she did blame herself, and now more than ever, she was duty-bound to do right by the boy.
“What is the second part?”
“Second part? Oh!” Troubled as she was by her glum thoughts, she had nearly forgotten what they were discussing. She pointed to the shadow of their horses lumbering before them. “Shadows,” she said. “They contain a piece of our essence, and so long as we live, our shadows follow wherever we go.”
And, though it was hardly a thing to share with an innocent boy, shadow lore was a discipline of black magik.
“But shadows are gone when we are gone, no?”
Seren nodded, though it wasn’t entirely true. Essentially, shadows also remained after the casting of shadow magik. It was like sucking nectar from a fruit; all that remained afterward was naught but a rind. But with shadow magik, so long as the essence remained tethered to its host, the flesh survived in perpetuity. Only once severed, the body withered, and the essence was loosed into the world without a receptacle. These were something like ghosts.
But only their mother would ever dare to challenge the laws of nature, and, if they doubted that was true, they needed only remember the blood bath she’d wallowed in at Darkwood. Virgin’s blood, so she’d claimed. And once again, that memory left her sick to her gut.
The tinny scent in their room… the putrid stench of death. The sight of Morwen’s grisly little pet hiding in the corner, pecking at the remnants of her victim.
How could they ever vanquish such evil?
Morwen would do whatever she wished, whenever she wished, whatever it took, to serve her will. She would murder innocents, eat their….
“And the third part?”
Seren shuddered, shaking away the gruesome memory. “Heart,” she said, masking her distaste. “This is where the spirit lies.” And that, inevitably, was why her mother consumed it… to steal the very essence of her victim.
Seren swallowed the bile that rose in her throat, wishing with all her soul that she could be free of the memory of Darkwood.
LISTENING TO HER TALK, Wilhelm slowed his canter. Her voice was soft as velvet, and he was glad Jack prodded her to continue, but not only so he could hear the musical lilt of her voice. He was curious as well. He wanted to know more about Seren Pendragon.
Who were her people? Whence did they come? How was it they were able to conduct sorcery? Was witchery truly an abomination of nature, or was it something holier?
How could anyone as lovely and pure as Seren Pendragon be anything but good and true?
In fact, hadn’t Giles claimed his sword glowed only in the presence of evil? If that were true it never once glowed in Rosalynde’s presence when Wilhelm was near, nor should she be able to wield it. And yet, she did.
“The last of the five are ysbryd and morâl. Morâl would be akin to character; all that makes you unique—like how brave you are.”
He turned to see that she winked at Jack, and Wilhelm slowed to ride beside them, watching as Jack sat straighter in his saddle, his smile stretching, like a flower blooming beneath the warmth of the sun. In fact, the boy’s entire body seemed to lean toward Seren—as Wilhelm was seeking her as well.
“Ysbryd, at long last, is the spark within us that distinguishes life from death.” And then, once again, her voice sobered. “Some call it the Heart Flame.” She was quiet a moment, then offered, “This is how I knew my sister was gone.”
“How?”
It was a long, long moment before she responded, and then she swallowed audibly before speaking. “Because I can feel it,” she said. “As you might have felt your papa. It is an essence we sense with our hearts, particularly with loved ones… like… for example… have you never sat alone in a room with your back to a door, and suddenly, without turning to see who has arrived, you know who it is?”
The boy nodded, and Wilhelm fell behind the pair, to better listen to their discourse unheeded. He knew exactly what she was talking about, but that wasn’t only reserved for loved ones. He remembered very well the morning he’d returned to Warkworth… while he’d been hauling out their dead… that strange feeling came over him… a sense that someone was out there, watching.
And then he’d felt her again in the King’s Hall: Morwen Pendragon.
He’d also had a sense of it the day his mother died. Whilst the lord’s physician had tended her, he was sent away to keep himself occupied. But there was little he could do to keep her off his mind. He’d sat on a bench, watching the blacksmith pound at a hunk of metal on the anvil—the clang, clang, clang, in time to the quickened beat of his heart. Any moment, he’d hoped they would summon him, and he would return to his mother’s bedside to discover her awake, eyes wide… He was nine when she died—a wee, dirty little boy, whose good fortune it was to have an honorable sire. It was his brother, Roger, who’d arrived with a glum face to tell Wilhelm the news. But somehow, Wilhelm had already known. As he’d sat there, staring at the sparks flying from that anvil, he’d sensed his mother’s Heart Flame extinguish, and it was only curious that he’d never truly realized until this very instant what that was.
Why was it you sensed some folks, not others? He didn’t remember having any sense of Lady Ayleth’s parting—not until he saw her ravaged body.
More to the point, why did he feel so connected to this woman, when there was little doubt Seren was not meant for him.
For a long while, he lost himself amidst these thoughts, turning a deaf ear to their conversation, until he heard Jack’s whistle. “S’blood! Di’ you see that bird?” he said, excitedly.
Wilhelm and Seren both peered up to spot a black and white magpie, chattering noisily on a nearby branch.
When Jack spurred his horse in the bird’s direction, Wilhelm spurred his own horse to sidle up beside Seren, thinking it high time to put her mind at ease. He’d asked for a truce between them and it was time he behaved like a man.
No one saw that other bird that held Jack’s attention, with its telltale neck. It stepped sideways on a branch as though to conceal itself behind a cluster of leaves, opening its shining beak to shriek as the boy passed beneath. Then it flew away.
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“She was a fairy, a sylph, I don't know what she was—anything no one ever saw…
everything that everybody ever wanted.”
—Dickens
“Have you need of a bath, m’lady?”
“Nay.” Removing my gloves, I snap them together, tucking the shining-black leather underneath my arm. “I won’t be long.”
“Very well, m’lady.”
The innkeeper bows, a humble gesture meant to honor his betters; I brush past him, because, `tis only my due.
More’s the pity, this realm is not my realm and I am no longer welcome amidst my people. But, here and now, I tell you true. Forget everything you know.
Eons past, when gods walked amidst men, I was here then—a maiden true, not this withered crone I have become, whose glamour depends on the contents of a vial and the callowness of men. I am but a shade of myself.
But, in those days, my heart sang for a man, a prince with eyes so blue as the sea. And though he was said to be cruel, I gave him all—my heart, my home, body and soul.
He courted me long, singing sweetly from his keel and named me his lady of the lake. For a time, I was a queen and my Avalon was like paradise, with a palace and courtyard so fine, it lit a spark of greed in the hearts of men. But, alas, my land was no man’s land, forbidden to all but gods and demigods. Enshrouded by an enchanted mist, my isle was, indeed, such a hallowed place that the waters of the River Dee, passing through on its way to the sea, never stopped to mingle with my own, but still, fishermen longed to cast their nets near my shores, because there lived the pearl-scaled gwyniad, native only to my seas.
My fields? Scattered with poppies so far as the eye could see. My woods? Filled with fae folk, whose home was my home, whose blood was half my blood as well.
I was, you see, a child of the aether, born with knowledge of all that was and all that shall ever be. My Sylphkind are sky speakers, able to commune with creatures of the air. And, like the Sylph, themselves, Avalon was a bit of a mirage… here one instant, gone the next.
But this is where my tale forsakes me:
I was heaven-sent to watch o’er the tricksy fae, who were created to beguile the realms of men—because, of course, even gods must grow bored. But tricksy they are, and tricksy even with me—but now, I digress.
Whilst I remained Sylph, I was pure and elegant, coveted by men across the realm, like my precious, inviolable Avalon—and, yet, it was violated, no less by me.
You see, I had everything… truly, and yet, my Sylph eyes wandered o’er the kingdoms of the Welsh... to a mortal king who was said to be a giant among men.
Tegid Foel.
Even now, his name fills me with ambivalence, for I cannot vanquish my sweeter memories, and they must endure eternally with loathing.
Tegid, oh Tegid… strong, wise, and as handsome as the Sylph were pure. But mostly the man was powerful, and there is a manner of seduction in power.
The longer I watched this king; the more I loved him, and for love of him, I conspired with the fae to consign myself to mortal form—beguiled by the very beings born to beguile. Imagine that.
Alas, there is little across the realms more powerful than love, and there is nothing even a god wouldn’t do in pursuit of it. So, I offered my new prince the keys to my city and to my heart as well. But, Tegid squandered this, poisoning my Avalon with avarice, desire and hubris, until, black and putrid, like cancer, it seeped into the soul of my lands. After a while, that which was pure began to wither, including my own flesh, and day by day he turned me into a bitter crone, until naught was left of my Sylph-self, and all that endured was jealousy and loathing. Until finally, Tegid stole our beauteous daughter, leaving me to care for our son, whose heart was fair, but whose countenance was not. Because of his face, Tegid renounced our sweet boy, and he called me a pythoness. Lusting after his own daughter, he stole my first-born—all that remained as proof of my Sylph beauty. He crushed my soul, and still, with a shred of my spirit, I swore to avenge my son. One year and one day I toiled over a potion to give my son the greatest gift a god can give to man—enlightenment.
I imagined my Morfran a poet laureate—beguiling his own father with the heartrending beauty of his words.
I saw his name so renowned that he would be sought far and wide. After all, this would be the power of my potion—and yay, I know, how fitting my daughter’s end should be so… illuminating.
Arwyn, my dear, you were always meant to die that way.
I saw your death the day you were torn from my womb, squealing and eager to suckle at my breast.
What I didn’t know was that the tricksy fae had sent me a tricksy little boy… Gwion Bach ap Gwreang. He stole my Arwyn potion. And, later, when he was reborn as Taliesin, my husband, my betrayer, offered him our daughter to wed. I raged, and raged, and raged, and raged. I raged so far and wide that I brought down the wrath of the gods. Not only did they take away my beloved Avalon, they exiled me to the sea, imprisoning me by the one barrier a Sylph may not pass any more than the River Dee may pass into Avalon… water.
Gone.
My Island.
Vanished.
Drowned like they drowned me.
The fae folk were set free to roam this earth, and to this day, on a moonless night, if you stand upon the banks of Bala in Gwynedd, you will still spy my courtyard shimmering ’neath the silvery billows—a ghost of a city, gone forevermore.
As you can imagine… the blood in my veins turned black with my hatred, spreading to every fiber of my body. Where once I was beauty incarnate, I am frightful now, a creature born of all that is vile. All that was good in me is lost. Love, after all, is the purest of essences, and no trace of this remains in my soul.
So, there you have it: my story. Pitiful, as it should be, but you must rest assured I am not defeated. I am stronger for the absence of my weakness, and I will never again be brought low by this debility called love.
Love, love, love—even a mother’s love is forgotten, gone the instant my son breathed his last.
Sighing as I reach my suite, I peer within.
“You should find everything to your specifications,” says the guard at the top of the stairs.
“Leave me,” I say.
Inside, the candles have been lit… twenty at least. Shoved to one side sits a beautiful, ornate, but empty tub, and a bed shoved to another. In the center of the room lies a rather large cauldron, iron-built, with rust tears staining it from rim to belly. But though it has served me well enough these past years, it is not my cauldron from Blackwood.
If you have not guessed by now, my true name is Cerridwen. Creirwy, Morfran and Taliesin are children of my blood. I took this body, thinking it would serve me, but I chose wrongly. I chose the sister, not the brother. Those two scarcely knew what mysteries they would reveal… but I thank them, even so. Emrys.
Poor Emrys. Would he have lain with his sister had I not inhabited her body? I think not. And Morgan? How did she know?
Alas, I suppose… a mother always knows.
Stealing over to the cauldron, I peer inside. Empty at the moment, but there is residue and I reach down to taste the blend. I need more coltsfoot, I think. And, of course, blood…
Mentally, I pore over the faces I saw in the tavern … a man and a woman traveling together, a trader and a thief. These are my choices, and perhaps I will have them all…
Incidentally, do you how the fae were created?
Cauldron born to serve the Sylph.
So, you see… my daughters are gifted with fae blood, but I am born of the essence from which they draw. They are whispers of the wind from which I am formed. They are breeze-kissed whilst I am the storm. They are sparks, I am the flame. They are demigods, like the fae. But I… I am a goddess, and once the light of this world is extinguished like the flames of a thousand dying stars, and the hearts of men are stillborn in a cradle of night… here, I will remain.
Stupid fools.
Kill me?
I’d like to see you try.
I may not see my Avalon again as it is not in my power to resurrect paradise, but I will not rest till I see the blood of my betrayers expunged from this realm. Yay, I know my daughters believe I live to defy an empress, and no doubt, I will snuff that bitch’s Heart Flame before I am done, but nay. I will avenge all I have lost.
“You will not have died in vain, Bran,” I promise.
Taking my time, I fill the cauldron… water, the elixir of life. Lavender. Catnip. Milk of the poppy. The petals of a blood red rose. A wee bit of coltsfoot—all that I have remaining. Perhaps that will do. And finally, a pinch of my most prized receipt, complete with newts, moon snails and a pinch of human remains. One day, I will use this very philter to create an army of meirw byw, whose hearts will beat in their breasts, but whose loyalties belong to me. Once that day arrives, I will sweep through these lands like an avenging flame. And, in the meantime… I remove the divine athame from its scabbard, then slash the ancient blade across my open palm, holding it above the steaming cauldron.
One. Two. Three. Four. Five.
One drop of blood for every facet of the human spirit I wish to vanquish. Then, I return my blade to its sheath, all the while lapping the remaining blood from my flesh, wiggling my tongue into the fresh wound, taking pleasure in the sting as I watch my blood come alive, swirling in silver rivulets inside the cauldron, spreading, spreading… until the surface appears mercurial, and finally, once I have enjoyed the anticipation long enough, I whisper…
Blessed flame, shining bright,
Aid me now in my fight.
Unveil to all another self,
Liken me to Elspeth herself.
Power of three, let them see, let them see, let them see.
Power of three, let them see, let them see, let them see.
Power of…
Ah, now. `Tis done. My face is her face. My eyes, her eyes. My chin, her chin, willful and defiant. Smiling, I wave at the visage of my eldest living daughter.
“Good day to you, Lady Aldergh. How lovely you are. But is it any wonder? You were born of me.”



Chapter
Eighteen

Seren cast Wilhelm another glance. Leaning against a tree, he stood carving a point into his stick, all the while watching Jack, and she wondered how he managed to save his fingers from the blade when he never once stopped to look down to see what he was whittling.
By now, this was becoming a routine. She knew precisely how long she had before Jack returned. It was one thing to perform the Craft in front of Wilhelm, who understood who and what she was, but she daren’t draw pentacles or cast spells in front of an unsuspecting boy, no matter how much Jack appeared to like and respect her. She simply couldn’t bear it if he ever looked at her the way some folks did—as though she were an abomination of nature.
Once they learned who she was, it was impossible to miss the whispers and backward glances. She and her sisters were aberrations, merely curiosities to divert the court.
Somehow, Wilhelm was different. No matter what he claimed, there was no fear or revulsion in his gaze when he watched her, merely curiosity… and perhaps something more—something that never failed to make her heart quicken a beat. She was unfailingly aware of the man, and he seemed equally mindful of her, but she couldn’t account for it. Nor was it remotely appropriate considering his association with Rosalynde.
Were they affianced?
Was she his lover?
For the first time in all her life she felt a stab of envy that her sister had encountered Wilhelm first, and yet, she was never a jealous spirit, so envy was not a feeling she cared to explore. Putting her dark thoughts out of her head, she picked out a new stick to draw with, and gave Wilhelm a nod.
Against all odds, he had become her co-conspirator, sending Jack after firewood, then keeping watch while the boy foraged. Fortunately, Jack needn’t go very far, only far enough that he couldn’t spy Seren at work. And, naturally, as boys were wont to do, his task became a veritable adventure: He gathered two sticks, picked up a stone, then hurled it at some imaginary foe, before returning to his chore. A task that should have taken him only fifteen minutes oft took thirty. At the instant, she could hear him talking to himself all the while he played, and meanwhile, she drew her pentacle, then cast a hasty warding spell, and when she was done, she gave Wilhelm another nod, after which he returned to his stump to fix dinner, watching between thick lashes as Seren studied her artwork.
So far as she could tell, her warding spells appeared to be working, though it was impossible to say for sure unless they were tested. Unfortunately, the only true test was the continued absence of her mother and her minions, and if Morwen should ever appear, Seren would know her casting was wrong. Only then it would be too late. Her warding spell was not the same sort of spell Elspeth had cast from her ramparts. Judging by all those dead birds, her sister’s spell had had a defensive property to it, though its source and words were a mystery to Seren. She wouldn’t know how to do that. Rather, a warding spell of the sort she was casting was more like a glamour—a suggestion by the Goddess to passersby that there was no one abiding within her circle. It was no more than a trick of the eyes. And regardless, she considered the weaving threads a positive sign—the bright striations and smoky coils evoked by her words were in fact evidence of her manipulation of the aether.
Matter—even the smallest, most ethereal particles—could not be rearranged without evidence.
While Jack remained otherwise occupied, Seren took time to cover the periphery with leaves so he wouldn’t discern her diagram, and finally, she let it be. It wasn’t the best crafting, but it was the best she could do under the circumstances. Later, when everyone was abed, she would do what she could to fix her lines again. Casting another glance at Wilhelm to find him staring, she blushed hotly, averting her gaze.
“If `tis any comfort,” he said, “I do not think he would judge you.” Regarding her still, he held the evening’s meal firmly positioned between his thighs. “I do not.”
The warmth in his gaze made Seren’s cheeks burn. “Mayhap,” she said, “but, believe me, I have seen the way folks regard those who are different, and it would destroy me to see him look at me that way.”
Or, you, she added silently.
He nodded again, retrieving his knife, slashing a few judicious slices across the carcass, severing muscle, she presumed. Afterward, the pelt came off easier.
Dropping his knife again, he tugged the remainder of the fur off the rabbit without much effort, and, for an instant, as she watched, Seren was beguiled by the sinew of his arms—every muscle dancing.
What are you doing, Seren? Pining after a man already taken? Censuring herself, she tossed her stick into the flames, marveling over the fact that Wilhelm took so much care with their pit, surrounding it with fieldstones, very much the same way her pentacle was meant to work for protection. He might not have much skill with fire-kindling, but he was a custodian of nature no less than she was. Her dewinefolk fancied themselves guardians of nature, and magik was only a tool, Goddess-given, to accomplish good works, each according to his way. The Craft of the Wise was simply a practical study of the hud, and dewinity wasn’t so much about what skills one possessed; it was a philosophy of being. Her people believed all things were connected, living or dead. All told, there was very little difference between her and Wilhelm, save for the tools they wielded.
Seren was coming to understand him better. To be sure, he had a servant’s heart in that burly breast, even if his demeanor was far from subservient.
In fact, she wondered how those Warkworth brothers fared when together. As well as she could remember Giles, she didn’t believe he was all too forbearing, and she had a vision of them coming to fists quite oft. Men were like that, she supposed, simply because they could be. No matter what circumstances they met, she and her sisters hadn’t the luxury to quarrel about who should be in command. They might not always agree about what path should be taken, but all together they discussed it, giving every argument equal merit. Dewinefolk were not so concerned with kings or queens, nor earls or barons. According to their tenets, all men and women were created equal, and even Rhiannon would not presume to command them.
For a while, there was a priest in residence at Llanthony—one Father Cabot. For the most part, he’d been a kindly soul, but Seren could see that he had his own plan for the priory, one that didn’t align itself with Father Ersinius’ plan. Those two had argued and often, and soon it became apparent that two such strong-willed men could never reside under the same roof. So, Father Cabot departed one day, and Ersinius was inordinately pleased by the fact though betimes, Seren wondered where the man had gone, mainly because on the day he departed no one came to call for him, nor did he take a priory wagon or a horse from the stables. He simply vanished. Though, of course, it was entirely possible he took the Rhiw Pyscod afoot to Llangorse, no word ever arrived to corroborate that fact. It was also possible that he went to Abbey Dore, but that didn’t seem likely either since Llanthony was Augustinian and Abbey Dore was Cistercian.
Perhaps it should seem a small matter for men who all claimed to follow the word of the same God, but it was not. This was, in truth, much the source of Father Cabot’s dissent. He was a true Augustinian by nature, which was to say he interpreted scripture quite severely. He’d believed in living in silence, eating and drinking sparingly. Manual labor did not suit him. To his manner of thought, men and women should spend all their time contemplating God in prayer, and while he was never precisely unkind to Seren and her sisters, he never condoned their presence at Llanthony—not merely because they were women, but because they were presumed to be witches.
Seren loathed that word for all it implied. To be sure, no one ever called her or her sisters witches with a smile. Even Ersinius, who’d vehemently argued the need for their asylum, had treated them rather poorly. Overall, though he’d claimed to answer to the Rule of St. Augustine and the Austin Friars, he was more Cistercian in nature, turning Llanthony into a flourishing center of trade. If not by word, by deed, he was of the mind that everyone should do their part, and he was more concerned with how to make their God-given lands a service to God, hence the hatchery and the aviary. Moreover, he was inclined to seek grants to apply his “works” though a true Augustinian would no more put expensive German waldglas in a vestibule—three times no less—than he would ever approve of having Morwen’s witchy daughters on the premises, only for the sake of gold.
As for the Vale of Ewyas over which the priory presided, it was no more God-given than it was modeled after St. Augustine’s rule. Those lands, along with the majority of the Black Mountains, were stolen from her people, snatched perforce and by royal decree from men who would never call that English Usurper king. But, so long as Stephen of Blois sat on her father’s throne, Wales would never come to heel. Even now, it made her smile to think of that defiant child who’d smashed the chapel’s windows—not once, but twice.
“We should be another three or four days before arriving at Neasham,” Wilhelm said, interrupting her reverie.
He was impaling his cony on a skewer, and though Seren was growing accustomed to the sight of depilated hare, she held her gaze aloft of the poor beast.
“Neasham?”
“Abbey,” he explained. “If you’d like to, we can stay overnight. I know the prioress well enough to beg a favor.”
Seren nodded, rubbing her arms absently. She knew those nuns, too. They were dressmakers for the Crown, and they were nice enough, to be sure, but not so much after learning they were Morwen’s daughters. However, unless Sister Emma had returned to their fold, they wouldn’t recognize Seren, and she hoped Wilhelm would keep that bit of information to himself. “Yay,” she said, looking up into the canopy of shimmering green. “I think it could be nice; thank you, please.” She would desperately love a bath, and a change of clothes. She could have donned one of the dresses Wilhelm bought her long before now, but it seemed abominable to do so when she smelled like the Thames.
“I suppose I should say… it was your sister Rosalynde who earned that lady’s good will. She offered Mother Helewys five gold marks for alms.”
“Five gold marks?”
“Aye,” he said. “I know. She said it was all she had.” And he smiled very fondly. “Your sister is—” He paused, seemingly unable to find the proper words to describe Rose, and his cheeks flushed so brightly. Seren presumed it was because he was trying and finding it difficult to tell her he loved Rosalynde, but it was clear enough by his words and his actions. Once again, she felt a stab of envy. “You care for her, do you not?”
He lifted his gaze from the cony. “Rosalynde?”
Seren nodded.
“Aye,” he confessed. “I do. And, if you ask me, the world needs more ladies like her, and fewer pious fools. I am so sorry about your grandmamau.”
Seren blinked in surprise. He knew about that, too?
Sweet fates, what didn’t he know? Clearly, Rosalynde had confided all, and Seren felt yet another inexplicable stab of jealousy, though she had never envied her sisters aught.
In truth, it was Seren who was blessed with the best fortune, and it was about time the Mother Goddess blessed someone else, but… well… she didn’t wish to entertain those thoughts either.
Sighing very wistfully, she wished she could read Wilhelm’s thoughts as Rhiannon or Elspeth could do. Much like his face, his aura suddenly turned scarlet, and she assumed it was because he was thinking of Rosalynde. Red, after all, was the color of passion.
It was also the color of fury, but there was naught about Wilhelm’s demeanor that betrayed the latter. Aside from his surliness, she’d come to see that he was as placid a man as his sort could ever possibly be, taking immense pleasure in the task he’d been given—namely sheltering her and returning her to safety. She only wished she could do something to repay him.
“Wilhelm… I was thinking… mayhap I could teach you,” she said, regarding him across dancing flames.
Overhead, the rising moon was a smile upon the twilight sky.
“Teach me… what?”
“To… read… letters.”
His brows twitched, and then he frowned.
“That was our price for passage aboard the Whitshed. When Captain Airard realized we didn’t have fare for Calais, he asked we teach his son to read.”
Wilhelm’s gaze narrowed and he maintained his silence, his blush only heightening. Heartily afraid that she’d offended, Seren said, “`Tis hardly a sin not to be able to read.”
“And nevertheless, you and your sisters, and Jack⁠—”
“His trade demands it,” Seren explained gently. “As for me, and my sisters… we were locked away in a priory, with little more to do but garden and learn letters.”
He lifted a dark brow. “And cast spells?”
Seren blinked, surprised to find that his lips had turned at the corners and his near-ebony eyes had caught flames in both pupils. The smile transformed his face, stealing Seren’s breath. He was teasing her, she realized, sensing a glint of humor, and she blinked once more in surprise. “Yay, I suppose,” she said. And then, “Well, at least, I did. Arwyn tried. But Rhiannon never needed any practice, nor did Rosalynde.”
“What about your eldest sister, Elspeth?”
“Aye, well, for so long Elspeth was afeared of the Craft.” Seren narrowed her gaze at Wilhelm, putting him on the spot. “But regardless of what you have said it seems to me you are not.”
Wilhelm shrugged. “You mistook my meaning, I think. I did not say I was afraid of you, Seren. Verily, there are worse things in this world than witchery.”
“We are not⁠—”
“Witches, yay I know. So, Rosalynde said.” He tipped his chin to indicate the boy, who’d only just returned and was dumping an armload of tinder into a pile near the horses.
“Bones o’ the saints, lad. Did you leave any rock unturned?”
Even dirtier now than he was before he left, Jack scratched at the top of his head, leaving a few greasy strands standing on end. “But ye said⁠—”
“I know what I said, whelp. That was an hour ago. What have you been doing so long?”
Seren giggled to hear their banter—so familial. The lighthearted chatter reminded her of her sisters—until Jack’s next words gave her a fright.
“I was out speaking to a bird,” he said, and when Wilhelm tilted his head, he added, “I am not lying!”
Fingers of dread squeezing Seren’s heart. She met Wilhelm’s gaze, swallowing convulsively as she then cast her gaze into the trees. They were in the Royal Forest of Kesteven only days north of London. “Was it a raven?” she asked.
Jack shrugged. “I don’t know what it was, it was big.”
Wilhelm asked, “And… you say you spoke to it?”
Jack shrugged again. “I don’t know.” He scratched nervously at the hair above his ear, tousling more greasy locks. “I thought I heard my name, like this: Jaaack! Jaaaack! But when I tried to make it speak again, it would not.”
Seren’s heart thumped painfully against the cage of her ribs, and with a gob in her throat, she cast another glance at Wilhelm, who instinctively seemed to comprehend what it was she was thinking. Very, very casually, he dropped the skewered cony onto the spit, and said, “I’ll be back.”
“I can come too?” asked Jack.
“Nay,” barked Wilhelm. “I’ve no need of an audience to piss. Stay here, and see to your lady. Eat your dinner.”
There was no question about disobeying his command. Disappointed though he must have been, Jack stayed, coming into the circle to sit beside Seren.
“Cony again,” he grumbled, sounding disappointed. “I wish it were bacoun.” And then, with Wilhelm’s departure forgotten, he asked her, “’Ave you never tasted bacoun, Lady Seren? Me and my papa ’ad it first time this Yule.”
Seren’s gaze shifted from the woodlands where Wilhelm had gone, and then to the cony and then to Jack’s face, shaking her head, distracted.
He sounded sad now. “We were supposed to save some for me mum. But we didn’t, and I was mad when he ate it, but now I am not.” He reached out to gently turn the spit in Wilhelm’s stead. “’E said it was the best bacoun ‘e ever ate, and now I do not suppose I’ll eat it
again.”
“Aye, you will,” Seren promised, hoping Morwen wasn’t out there. If, in truth, he had been speaking to one of her birds, her mother couldn’t be far. “Once we arrive at Warkworth, I will see to it you get to carry some home to
your mum.”
And she only hoped it was a promise she could keep.



Chapter
Nineteen

Giles had no sooner stabled his mount and entered the palace when the King’s steward intercepted him. At once, he was ushered into a private meeting, where Stephen acknowledged his entrance with a nod—so much for washing the dirt from his travels before addressing the King.
He soon discerned why: It was an emergency meeting of the Rex Militum—a secret league, known only to a few. It was perhaps similar to the Papal Guard, only licensed to enforce the King’s Law, by sway, or by sword. Giles was one of eleven men present today, including William d'Aubigny, the Earl of Arundel and Cael d’Lucy, the newly appointed Earl of Blackwood. In attendance, as well, was the Queen Consort of England, and though she was not seated precisely at the table, her attendance could hardly be mistaken. Whatever lack of affection she and her husband shared in the bedroom clearly it did not extend itself to his court. Giles had always suspected her to be a driving force in her husband’s politiks, but now he knew it for certes. It was uncommon to see any woman in such a venerable position, and Henry himself, though he’d raised up his daughter to be his heir, never granted such liberties to either of his wives, nor to Matilda.
Adeliza of Louvain had been a quiet lady, with grace beyond her years. She would never have presumed to advise Henry. And though Henry had worshipped his first wife, she, too, would never presume to advise him as Maude did with Stephen. In fact, so far as the Empress was concerned, it came as little surprise that Stephen could so easily rouse the barons against her when even her own father never took her seriously.
Nor, in truth, had the Vatican ever considered bowing to a woman’s sovereignty. The instant Matilda’s first husband died she’d had to cede the Empire to her husband’s successor. Her crowns, such as they were, were only adornments now, and no matter how proudly she wore them (or how stubbornly), she would never wear them on her father’s throne. After all was said and done, Duke Henry was their only true chance to restore the realm to Beauclerc’s blood.
Curious about the agenda, Giles remained silent, listening.
He was not a member of this cloak and dagger company, and he only knew of its existence because one of the members was also a spy for the Papal Guard—of which no doubt, Stephen had already surmised Giles was a constituent. Even as he took his seat, the mood in the chamber turned grimmer and the men sat on tenterhooks. The candle flames stilled over the hush of the room.
King Stephen held a small taper before him, with a wick that had burned so long it nearly consumed itself. He spoke gravely, “`Tis no’ enough he insults my wife—his blood—forswearing her right to be my queen. My spies tell me he intends to seize York, and I’ll not sit idly by whilst David mac Maíl Choluim robs me of another bishopric.”
Remembering a conversation he’d had months ago with the King of Scotland, Giles wondered how Stephen discovered the plot. So, it seemed, he still had spies at large—not Malcom, for certes. From what he knew of Malcom Scott, he was not a vacillator. He’d turned his back on kith and kin once before, and Giles doubted he would return to the Scots’ fold only to play them false. At any rate, one did not rouse entire armies, with thousands upon thousands of warriors, only to act as though on the stage of a play. Nay. It was not Malcom, though he had his suspicions over who it might be…
The silence was deafening, until Stephen spoke again. “You’d think it was enough to have Carlisle—bastard.”
“Your Grace, I did warn that it was a mistake not to challenge him all those years ago,” said one of his counselors. “He has established himself well enough that England will be hard-pressed to ever see his lands or levies again.”
The King’s gaze slid to the man speaking—tall and lean, with dark hair that was shorn to the nubs. His face sported a number of scars. And judging by the mirror image of the face of the man seated beside him, those two must be the Beaumont twins, Waleran and Robert. In reward for their services, Stephen had already awarded them Worcester, Leicester, Hereford, Warwick and Pembroke. Now that Robert of Gloucester was dead, the Beaumont twins might well be the most well-appointed men in the realm.
“Your Grace, I am also hearing rumors to the effect that Duke Henry is bargaining with Ranulf to give up his claims to Carlisle in return for the Honour of Lancaster.”
The King twisted his lips. “De Gernon?”
“Aye, Your Grace, de Gernon.”
“You should never have trusted the faithless bastard,” interjected D’Lucy, with an ease and familiarity regarded only to a man of his station. “I warrant de Gernon has flipped more times than a gambler’s coin.”
Someone else interjected. “I believe that is true, Your Grace. We are fortunate enough to have discovered his intentions in Wales, or we would still be mired in disputation.”
Cael d’Lucy rested his face between his thumb and forefinger, regarding the speaker pointedly. “Are we not still mired in disputation? Pray tell, know you something I do not?”
“If there is disputation, perhaps you should look to yourself. You had Elspeth Pendragon at your whim, and yet you tarried so long she made you a fool. Now, you will tarry with her sister, until⁠—”
The King waved a hand in dismissal. “God’s bones! That is a matter for another time,” he said. “The matter for discussion is Carlisle, and Carlisle is not Ranulf’s to bargain with.”
“And, nevertheless, if David agrees to the terms, de Gernon will give homage to David and Duke Henry both, and with the backing of the Scots, they will surely turn their heads toward York.”
“Why? Why should David give up Carlisle when he has clamored for that seat so long as he’s had hair on his balls?”
“For the glory of York, Your Grace.”
“He would, for York,” agreed another.
Giles watched the King’s men—head gestures and subtle hand signals… Clearly, there were spies in David’s court and spies in the Earl of Chester’s retinue… all these men were well connected… none more so than Cael d’Lucy.
The two regarded each other with an air of affected boredom, but there was underlying tension burning beneath the surface. Giles was the first to look away.
“Father,” said Eustace—that fresh-faced bastard responsible for the burning at Warkworth. “Send me north with my army,” demanded the nineteen-year-old scissorbill.
My army, not yours—as though he already possessed them.
The bloody wretch had a title he didn’t deserve, and somehow, his father would still advocate to place him on the throne. The very truth of that was deplorable. Eustace was naught but a stupid little boy with an ego as immense as his head, and his villainy would someday be his undoing.
It wasn’t enough he was said to abuse his own wife, an esteemed princess of the House of Capet; he was a brutal liegeman as well. If Giles were the lady’s sire, he would gut the muckspout from belly to throat, and it was all he could do to look at him now.
The very fact that they could put Giles in a room with Eustace was dangerous—but nay, the simple fact that he could sit here at arm’s length, across a table, without shoving his blade down the boy’s throat was a testament to his years of careful training. But here and now, he sensed a test…
“Nay,” said the King, with a glance toward Giles. “You’ve cost me too much already. You will remain here, learn the true value of patience.”
“What, then, would you have us do?” ventured d’Lucy.
Once again, the King slid a glance toward Giles, and when he spoke, he spoke not to the high commander of his Rex Militum, but to Giles himself. “Indeed, I will send an army north, but I leave you and the Earl of Warkworth—” A pointed reminder of the title Giles had been awarded. “—in command. I shall have you ride north with one thousand men, and if you need more, send word via raven.”
So, then, the witch was still alive.
The King’s gaze was direct, his eyes changeable, betimes blue, betimes grey, depending on the light in the room. Right now, they were steely and dark, but with a flicker of gold from the candle turning before him.
Indeed, it was a test.
Giles tensed. If there was one thing he could not do it was intervene at York. He’d given his solemn oath to David of Scotland—and more, he’d promised his brother-by-law that he would abstain from the battles to come. For this promise, he was awarded yards and yards of stone—stone he was now using to fortify the fortress Eustace had burned.
By the bloody cross, even if he did not, in fact, loathe Eustace—which he did—he was a man of his word. Clearly, the King already knew what David was planning, but still Giles would not betray his confidences by revealing his own intelligence. Whatever his response, he must remain circumspect, because, while he no longer intended to take a bride of Stephen’s choosing, he could not presently repudiate the man or his throne—not without consequence.
He said nothing for a long moment, merely regarded d’Lucy. The two men shared another meaningful glance.
D’Lucy said, “It would be my honor, Your Grace. I am quite certain the Earl of Warkworth understands the privilege you bestow upon him.”
From the back of the room came another voice, that of Maude’s. “As you must know, my lords, we have suffered a loss in his majesty’s Guard.”
Her quick-blue eyes flirted with Giles, though it was a dark flirtation, not one that could be remotely confused with matters of the flesh. She gave him a thin smile, and Giles was quick to catch her intimation.
“So, then… with Malcom Scott gone… are you saying you would like me to join your… Guard?”
“AYE,” said Maude. “How astute, my lord.”
Giles de Vere’s dark eyes glinted, though he’d slid a veil over them the instant he’d walked into the room. Only now and again, something like a glimmer of loathing slipped past, like a glimpse of morning light through heavy drapery, and she wondered if there could be truth to the rumors she’d heard about this man—that he was a member of the Papal Guard, a Paladin for God. Named for the twelve knights of Charlemagne's court, over whom Count Palatine had first been in command, the Guard had been recommissioned to the Vatican, in exchange for indulgences. But, if this were, in fact, true, why in God’s name would Giles de Vere leave an ambitious position to return to a northern province with so little promise? Moreover, why would the Church allow him to go? She wanted to know how far they could trust him, and his response would speak volumes.
“Alas,” he said. “I cannot.”
“Cannot? Or will not?” asked the King, and Maude frowned, annoyed, because Stephen’s ego was such that he could not fathom she had the guile to outwit a man—else he was far too stupid to realize what she was trying to do.
“I cannot,” answered Giles, and, then, dismissing Maude, he turned to address the King directly, and said, “Would you have me break an oath to God?”
Stephen frowned.
“In essence that is what you would be asking of me,” Giles said, and Stephen shoved his candlestick aside, his steely eyes darker now, unyielding. “And yet you have sworn to kneel. Are you telling me now that you will not do so?”
A muscle ticked at de Vere’s jawline, and Maude watched it, fascinated. “I considered you a man of your word,” raged Stephen. “As am I. But mark me, de Vere, if you have lied to me, I’ll not only return my men to Warkworth, as I have promised to do, but you will not live to see it burn a second time. If I do not take your head, I will lock you in the tower, and your Papal Guard be damned. By God, I have been called many, many things, but never once have I been called a liar, and I’ll not tolerate a liar in my company.”
Maude tried not to roll her eyes. But, of course, that wasn’t true. After all, her husband told the grandest lie of all. He’d knelt before his uncle with such a radiant smile, and he’d sworn his allegiance to their cousin, only to rescind his vow the instant Henry gave up his ghost. Usurper they called him now—some to his back, some to his face.
Feeble. Ineffectual. Weak.
These were more of the things her husband was reputed to be, and most of these things were true.
Stephen of Blois had no spine at all when it came to disciplining those who deserved it. It was likely that, in the very near future, Eustace would need pay another visit to Warkworth because his father didn’t have the constitution to do what was necessary to ensure their son’s ascent to the throne. This was the one true cause she and Morwen Pendragon shared in common, and for all her annoyances, the Welsh witch was a necessary evil. If Maude ever hoped to see her son crowned in place of Duke Henry, she must endure. Alas, Morwen was not in residence today; Maude was, and if she had her druthers, she would see to it David of Scotland never succeeded in taking York. It pained her immensely that her mother’s brother would cast her away in favor of his other niece—the one with whom Maude shared a name and to whom her uncle would so readily bow.
Saints abide! All her life she’d been forced to share what she held dear—her name with a cousin she despised and her husband with his mistresses. But it wasn’t King Henry’s daughter whose arse was planted on the throne; it was hers. And it was not Duke Henry who would triumph in the end, it was Eustace, even despite that the stupid fool seemed so ill-prepared to receive it.
Affecting an air of serenity and grace, as befitted her station, Maude sat patiently, studying the exchange between the King and his subjects, considering the man who’d supposedly come to bend his knee… Giles de Vere was seething, like a teapot over a low flame. And yet, the look in his black eyes was never so canny and he chose his words carefully.
“I, too, am a man of my word, Your Grace. I will, indeed, kneel for my lands and I will fight for my country, but I cannot join your Guard.”
She did not miss the look he cast Cael d’Lucy.
Curious that…
“In fact,” he continued. “It is your right to send an army north to secure York, and, of course, you must do so. You may rest assured the Vatican has no more desire for David mac Maíl Choluim to take this bishopric than you do.”
“And you know this, how?”
Here it was, at last; Maude scooted to the edge of her seat, anticipating Giles’s response. No man had ever revealed an association with the legendary Papal Guard, for which her husband had modeled his own cloak and dagger company.
Giles smiled, though barely. “Alas, Your Grace, this you must know I cannot reveal. But I can tell you this: In the matter of York, my sword and my fealty are not in disagreement.”
Stephen narrowed his gaze. “So, then, you will kneel for me today?”
The Lord of Warkworth’s dark eyes glinted with cunning. He paused overlong, Maude believed, but there was little she could say over the matter when he nodded assent, and said, “I will, Your Grace.”
Upon his agreement, the gloom of the room immediately lifted. Thirteen sighs blew and the candles on the tables shivered in relief. Still, she not did not join them in their solace, because she couldn’t help but feel there was something she was missing… something that called to her woman’s intuition. She simply could not fathom how any man could see his house burn to the bedrock, knowing full well her son was responsible, and not still entertain some manner of vengeance. Morwen, when she returned, must get to the bottom of it.



Chapter
Twenty

Wilhelm searched, but found no sign of those birds. If, in truth, Jack saw one, it had fled, and good riddance.
Cunning little creatures. Once, as a child, he’d watched a raven solve what was essentially a cunning puzzle, learning to pick a warehouse lock by trial and error only to get at the grain within. And this, after mimicking the sound of a woman’s shriek to rid itself of the guard.
Fascinated by its machinations, he’d watched from his perch in a nearby tree, leaving the raven to its machinations all the while he’d trimmed cock feathers for fletching.
But these ravens were not those ravens.
These ravens were Morwen’s ravens—uncanny was more the like. Immediately discernible by the patch of white on their napes, these birds had thickset bills, short tails, and ebony feathers that bore a deep purple sheen. More the size of a goshawk, they were rather enormous birds, with four-foot wingspans. He could scarcely imagine what a sight they’d presented with thousands of them bearing down on Aldergh. The image alone gave him a shudder. Insofar as he knew these particular ravens were not native to Briton. Where they came from was anyone’s guess. Perhaps Morwen had summoned them from her cauldron. But this much he knew: By that witch’s design they’d gifted one of those infernal birds to nearly every household throughout the realm. The simple fact that Warkworth escaped having one was only due to the fact that the King’s son had burned down their demesne.
Bloody bastard.
One day, he would see justice done for his kinsmen—his father, brother, sisters, and aye, Lady Ayleth, as well, even despite that he could no longer recall the lady’s face. It had been replaced now by the bewitching countenance of a sorceress whose beauty was the least of her magik.
Aye, he must confess it; Seren Pendragon occupied his every waking thought. He didn’t care who her mother was. Like Rosalynde, she was innocent of Morwen’s sins. He was wrong about her, and, somehow, despite the grim occasion, in her presence he was like a seed, unfurling and reaching for the brilliance of the sun. Her smile, little occasion as they’d had for it to appear, was fleeting, but exquisite, nonetheless.
So, it seemed, he was guilty of everything he’d accused his brother of—being swayed by a lovely face, so much so that he was willing to risk everything for her cause.
It left him with a strange ambivalence, but none at all when it came to keeping the lady safe. If he’d encountered one of those birds he would have twisted its neck till it was dead and left it to be devoured by dung beetles.
Simply to be sure, he searched for hours. By the time he returned to camp, he had a grumble in his belly that threatened to wake the dead. Fortunately, Seren and the boy were already asleep. He took every care to step over her pentagram, stooping first by the boy’s side to tug the blanket up, over his chin. Tired as he must have been, he never once stirred. And neither did Seren when he moved to her side, falling to one knee to gaze into her face.
So beautiful.
So still.
A sudden thought occurred to him and his heart thumped—what if Morwen’s minions found them whilst he was out searching? God help him if he’d failed her—as he’d failed her sister.
His breath caught in his throat as Seren’s bosom lifted, straining against the bodice of her gown, and he swallowed with relief, cursing himself silently for the stirring in his loins. Without a moment’s hesitation, he reached down, resettling her blanket so it covered her entirely, sheltering her from his greedy eyes.
God’s truth, never in his life had he felt so protective over any living soul—not even Lady Ayleth, truth be known.
SEREN HAD WATCHED as Wilhelm tended Jack and the sweetness of his gesture stole the breath from her lungs.
He lifted the boy’s blanket, tucking him in, and by the firelight she could see the look of compassion on his face. It tugged at the iron laces of her heart, dismantling her shield.
By firelight, his face was swarthy, the gold on his dark hair giving the long ends a burnished shade that complemented the hue of his skin. Long, and disheveled though it might be, his hair was a glorious mane, cast behind his shoulder like a shining velvet cloak. The slant of his brows gave the appearance that he was deep in thought. And his lips, generous and full, were no longer so full of disdain, but half turned with a tender smile.
Sweet fates, he might not have relished the thought of taking charge of Jack, but he’d done so nonetheless, and not for an instant had he taken those duties lightly.
How in the name of the Goddess he had managed to remain so vigilant all day long, and scarcely sleep by night, Seren couldn’t fathom, but the strain was beginning to show. There were bruises forming beneath his eyes.
Unheeded, she allowed her gaze to travel his wide shoulders… long, muscled arms… his thighs as he sat on his haunches… Aye, he was a beautiful specimen of a man… more than she’d realized when she’d first set eyes upon him… more than his brother. This man—well, he was a man, well-built and gentle despite his brawn.
Not for the first time she felt a terrible twinge of regret that she hadn’t met Wilhelm before Rosalynde did, and her envy was her undoing, because if there was one person who should never begrudge her sisters aught, it was Seren.
Throughout her life, she had been overly blessed—or cursed—with more than her share of attention. And yet, not only did she envy Rose, but she also despised the thought of her own betrothal to Giles. Giles was not the man in her dreams.
Giles was not the man she longed to kiss.
And more and more… it seemed to her that Wilhelm shared her inclination—she could spy desire in his eyes… and in his aura—that, too, was beginning to weigh heavily upon her. It was not enough that she must lose one sister to the Great Beyond. Now, must she yearn to betray another and lose Rosalynde as well? It was unthinkable, and yet… and yet… she couldn’t tear her gaze away from Wilhelm. Was it merely because she couldn’t have him? Was she so vain?
But nay, it was not that… during these past weeks Wilhelm had been her rock, her strength. He’d made her feel for the first time in all her life as though she were… normal.
He did not revile her for her witchery, even if he did not agree with it. He was a man who did not shy away from his duty, nor did he long to be something he was not.
He lifted his gaze, staring into the darkened woods, and in profile his face was achingly beautiful… his nose wide, but suited to his face… his brow imperfect, with that terrible scar, but arched so that his narrowed eyes gave her gooseflesh, despite that it was trained elsewhere.
His jaw, thick and masculine, was shaded by a fortnight’s whiskers, and she wondered what it might feel like to press her lips so gently against the nubs of his beard.
He rose suddenly from his haunches, and Seren closed her eyes. She held her breath as he moved toward her, unable to bear the mortification of being caught spying. But then she sensed him, gazing down at her, his regard as tangible as the soft warm stream of his breath… and her heart thumped mercilessly at the cage of her ribs.
Mother Goddess… something inexplicable stirred inside her… something warm and titillating. It filled her with a longing so deep that it gave her a pang in her womb. The very sense of him made her yearn to lift her nose and follow his distinct male scent… sweat, sunshine… and something else…
Don’t notice I am awake, she thought. Don’t see me.
She longed to whisper words of concealment, but she had a true sense that they would never work against Wilhelm Fitz Richard. She had a strong sense he saw her more clearly than she saw herself. But how could that be?
For a long, long moment Seren held her breath… praying that he would go away… but then she heard his sharp intake of breath, felt a tug on her blanket and opened her eyes to meet his dark, brooding gaze.
Black pupils glinted against the firelight and her lips parted to speak, but her voice faltered. His whisper somehow managed to be silky, yet deep as the night. “Did I wake you?”
Seren shook her head.
He huffed a sigh. “I found no sign of that raven,” he said, lifting a hand to his chin to scruff it with his fingers. “`Tis possible it was there and fled.”
Seren should have felt only relief to know her mother’s birds were not spying on them, but she could scarcely think with Wilhelm hovering so near. “It seems to me they’ve a good sense for peril,” she whispered.
He nodded, as though he understood, and agreed. “How is Jack?” Something about the concern etched upon his face should have triggered a question, but Seren couldn’t remember what that question should be.
“None the wiser, I think. If he puzzled over why you were gone so long, he never said. He ate his supper, then went to bed. He and I tended the spit as you taught us, removing the cony when it was done.”
“Did you eat as well?”
“A little, but we left the majority for you.” She smiled, admiring the hard lines of his jaw… he had a small cleft in his chin, very, very tiny, but there, nonetheless. “A growing man must have his sustenance, after all.”
He chuckled softly. “More’s the pity; I need do no more growing, Lady Seren, but alas, I thank you regardless.”
He made to rise then, and Seren reached out impulsively to stop him. “Wilhelm?” Her hand fell upon his forearm, hardly so noticeable as a butterfly’s touch, yet it held him firm.
“Aye?”
“I… I am sorry.”
“For what, m’lady?”
There was so much she wished she could do all over again—so much she wished she had never said. “For not thanking you properly before now. You’ve… well… you’ve been… a godsend.”
His lips spread into a warm smile. “Your sister would make no bones about it; she would have said Goddess sent.”
He winked at her.
Seren averted her gaze at the mention of Rosalynde, but he mistook her gesture. “Worry not; you are thanking me now. All is well that ends well. Is that not so?”
“And will it?” Seren asked, clutching at her breast as though to still the beating of her heart. “End well?”
The question seemed to sober him, and his smile fled.
“Wilhelm,” she said, again. “I do not know what we would have done without you. I am so grateful for your succor. I only wish…” She averted her gaze, tears pricking her eyes, and Wilhelm heaved a burdensome sigh, and then fell back upon his rump.
Seren sat as well, pulling up her blanket up to wrap it about her shoulders, shivering a bit, though not because she was cold. It would have been easy enough to cast a simple warming spell, but there was no remedy for what she truly felt.
“I am sorry,” he said, his turn for apologies. He plucked up a pebble. “If only I’d not wasted so much time…”
“As you have said, my sister’s death is not your fault,” Seren reassured, and for a moment, Wilhelm wouldn’t look at her. He tossed his pebble into the darkness. She heard it smack a tree somewhere in the depths of shadows.
“I suppose `tis no one’s fault.”
“Aye, but it is someone’s fault,” Seren argued as the fire crackled behind her. “`Tis my mother’s fault. She is the one responsible for my sister’s death—not you.”
Silence.
“Wilhelm,” she said again, in part because she liked saying his name. “I fear, if we do not stop her… England could be lost.”
He stared at her intently. “Lady Seren… even without your mother’s intervention, England may still be lost. Eustace is not Stephen, and Stephen is not Henry.”
Now, more than ever, hearing the affection in his voice, Seren wished she’d known her father better. So many of his barons seemed to hold him in such high regard—why then, had they allowed Stephen to steal his crown?
Oh, but she knew why, even as she wondered… Morwen. Although Matilda had not won herself any devotees, so much of this was Morwen’s fault, and she and her sisters had been naught but pawns in her unholy war against this realm.
If Wilhelm only knew half her story, he might abandon her, here and now. “Alas, there is so much I would say—so much you do not know.”
“I know enough,” Wilhelm said, pulling up a knee, and wrapping an arm lazily about it. Seren longed for that embrace to be hers. “I know enough to have judged you when I should not have,” he confessed.
“Aye, well… so did I—judge you—do not fret.”
He lifted his brows at her confession. The gesture only accentuated his scar, and a hint of his smile returned. It made her heartbeat falter and her pulses scatter.
“You are not as I once supposed,” she said shyly.
His full lips turned a little more. “Neither are you.”
Bracing herself for truth, Seren wrapped her blanket tighter against the cool night air. “So, what is it you thought about me… before?”
He tilted her a look. “Alas, m’lady, I should not say, but I will. I thought you vain, selfish and self-important, for what else could such a beautiful lady of your caliber be, but all these things and more?”
Seren blinked. She had expected him to speak of her witchery, but the confession startled her. The smoky look in his dark eyes, and the spread of his deep red aura warmed her more than any fire could, and she was suddenly acutely aware of the boy sleeping not more than five feet away. She blew out the breath she forgot to exhale.
He thought her beautiful?
The thought was so arresting that the rest of his assumptions about her vanity didn’t faze her. Goddess only knew why this should excite her so much when he was not the first man to say it was beyond her. Somehow, none of those other professions seemed to matter one whit. Only Wilhelm’s.
She swallowed now, uncertain how to respond. “My sister Rosalynde is beautiful,” she said, discomfited, trying to remember all the reasons she could not have this man—primarily, he was already bound to her sister and who was she to come betwixt them?
“Aye,” he said, staring hard. “So she is.” And, somehow, though guilt should have tainted his admission, he said it without the least bit of compunction, as though it should be perfectly acceptable to covet two women at once—sisters, nonetheless.
Men were insouciant creatures. That fact sobered her. “All my sisters are beautiful,” Seren added, finding some small comfort in annoyance. “Each in her own way.”
“I have only met Rosalynde,” he said conversationally. “But I know Giles made the acquaintance of your elder sister.”
“Elspeth?”
He nodded. “When he took Rosalynde to Aldergh.”
“But you did not go with them?”
He shook his head.
Seren flicked her gaze away. “I was surprised to learn she did not remain at Aldergh.”
There was a wistful smile in his voice when he said, “True love, I suppose. It makes us do the oddest things. But, I must confess, she would have been safer at Aldergh. But you know your sister; she insisted upon returning with Giles.”
For Wilhelm, Seren presumed. “For love?”
“For love,” he said, smiling a devastating smile.
Seren turned away again, peering into the firelight, swallowing as she glimpsed Arwyn’s face.
Sadly, she was beginning to fear she might never again look into a fire and not remember the Whitshed aflame. It was still so painful to think about.
She swallowed convulsively, taking comfort in the golden-red color of the flame.
“Seren… there is something I should confess…”
Blinking away tears, Seren lifted her gaze to Wilhelm’s, loving that her name came so intimately to his lips. “What is it?”
The look in his eyes was so full of … something she couldn’t name. Was he finally going to declare his affection for Rosalynde? Did he mean to speak the unspeakable—confess her this… this bond they were forming? But, then, even as she considered that possibility the red in his aura shrank back, giving way to shades of brown and black.
“I feel I must tell you… everything.”
“What do you mean, everything?”
He shrugged. “About what transpired with Rosalynde.”
Seren swallowed yet again, preparing herself for the worst. And yet what he disclosed wasn’t at all what she’d feared; it was so much worse…
He told her about the battle in the woodlot en route to Neasham—how Mordecai descended from the skies like a demon, shifting shapes, so he was one instant a bird of prey, the next a serpent and, somehow, the next, both.
A shadow beast?
“It was Rose and Giles who defeated it. She spoke words to bind it so my brother could take its head.” He lifted a second leg, wrapping both arms about his knees, turning his face so she couldn’t see the shame in his eyes. “And me… well, I sat on my arse like a knot on a log, too stupid to do aught but gape. My brother swooped in on his mare—like a delivering angel—smote the beast with his Palatine blade.”
Seren sat dumbfounded, uncertain what to say.
Shapeshifting was not a thing dewines were inclined to, much less a common man such as Mordecai. “Art certain he shapeshifted?”
“Quite. Until your sister spoke those words, he was no more solidly formed than…” He waved a hand in the air. “Mist,” he said. “The man was a changeling in the manner of smoke, ebbing and flowing like the wind.”
“A shadow beast,” she whispered aloud.
There were references to such things in her grandmother’s grimoire, though only in the manner of stories—no incantations. Cerridwen herself was a shapeshifter, but there was a difference between these two types of magik. The shapeshifter was never insubstantial, not at all like smoke. But only a very, very powerful dewine could ever perform shadow magik. No proof of it existed in written form so far as she knew. Her grandmamau had said all knowledge of these darker arts—if ever they’d existed—passed away with the fall of Avalon. But then again… she blinked, realizing what more he’d said. “Palatine?”
Wilhelm gave her a meaningful nod. “So it seems… my brother is a Paladin.”
Seren gasped aloud, her brows colliding. “A huntsman?”
The Church gave them one name, but, like the King’s Rex Militum, they were naught but a company of assassins—executioners for a cause. It so happened that one of their causes was the slaying of witches. From time immemorial the Church had been determined to vanquish all enemies of its doctrine, whether or not they were enemies in truth.
Wilhelm lifted a shoulder, then his hand. “Paladin, huntsman. Aye, whatever name you must give them.”
But, nay, it could not be true…
“Do you know who they are, Wilhelm?”
He nodded soberly. “I do.”
“And yet you left my sister alone with that man?”
Wilhelm gave her an odd smile. And his explanation in no manner assuaged her. “You mean your betrothed?”
Seren frowned at him.
“Rest easy, m’lady. My brother is no longer at Warkworth, I would presume, but I promise you he would never harm your sister.”
“And you? Are you⁠—”
“A Paladin?” He shook his head. “I am but a simple man.”
Hardly, Seren thought, but she pinched her blanket together, peering over at Jack, realizing only this instant how much danger she’d placed him in. If only she’d left him in Dover, he would have been safer there.
There simply hadn’t been time to inquire after help, and even if she’d had time aplenty, she knew the boy had no one there to give him shelter. And, besides, if she’d raised suspicion for herself, they might all be locked away in a tower—Wilhelm, too, for abetting her, and Jack, as well.
But how would she bear it if Morwen slew them?
“I did not realize shapeshifting was possible,” she said after a moment. “We are not witches of the sort men so long have conceived, who turn men into toads at will. This is but an old wives’ tale, Wilhelm—a tale of the sort that mothers tell young children to frighten them into behaving.”
“I know,” he said gently. “I know. Your sister explained it all to me. I know who you are, Seren.” And once again, her name, whispered so gently on his lips, made her heart skip another beat. Only it affected her more deeply this time. It brought a new sting of tears, because there was not only acceptance in his tone, but a note of affection as well. He understood who she was, and still, he cared.
“Remember that day… in the King’s Hall… I must confess, I saw only your mother. My heart was so filled with vengeance—how dare Stephen ply my brother with riches and beauty, I thought to myself: How could Giles possibly have any hope to defy you, if in truth your mother would send you to Warkworth as her emissary—this is what I believed. It was only later… once I met you that I realized how fortunate my brother was to have been offered you to wed.”
Seren choked on her emotion over his confession. She opened her mouth to speak, but he wasn’t through yet. He held a hand up to silence her.
“Alas, men such as I are simply not fit to kiss your feet. We are fortunate to wed at all, much less wed a bride of our choosing.” Seren wanted to argue, but she could not. Men of his station were never so fortunate. He was bound to his lord in ways even a simple farmer might not be. If he married at all, he would marry whom his lord decreed, and since he was blood-kin to her betrothed, Giles de Vere would no doubt wish him to marry to strengthen alliances.
But… she was sister to Rosalynde. If, indeed, he was free to wed Rose, he should certainly be free to wed her—but, nay, Seren. Nay! What are you thinking?
If Wilhelm was promised to Rosalynde, who was she to turn his heart? She was no wanton, nor was she a siren, luring men to their doom.
So, this was the thing her sisters had so oft teased her about. Her beauty was a curse, because she could, indeed, turn men’s hearts with a glance, but if she should ever inspire them to sin against their beloveds… how was she any better than her mother?
And anyway, theirs wasn’t true affection, she apprised herself—at least not on Wilhelm’s part. If aught, it was lust. And though Seren was beginning to feel something akin to affection for this man, what Wilhelm felt for Rose was bound to be more sincere.
Sweet fates. At the moment, she wished so much she could be as ugly as Morfran, because then, folks might love her for her soul, or not at all. They would not tempt her with glances like the one Wilhelm was tempting her with now… as though he could, in truth, be fond of her.
Groaning inwardly, she averted her gaze, and she was thankful when he changed the subject entirely. “I must confess, I fear for that boy,” he said. “I worry for you, as well, but if you can do half of what your sister can do…” There was a note of admiration in his tone. “Well… let us say you might be saving me. Jack, however…”
The very implication tightened her shoulders. “Oh, nay! We couldn’t leave him.”
“Not here,” Wilhelm agreed. “I meant Neasham. The sisters there are kind and they would keep him safe until such time as we can arrange for his return to Calais.”
Seren lifted a thumbnail to her lips, nipping at it. “Neasham?”
“Aye.” He nodded. “Your sister saw to it they would be forever in our debt.”
Our debt, he’d said.
And he’d smiled yet again, very fondly, at mention of Rosalynde. Much as it pained her, Seren resigned herself to their love, even as she found new cause to fear her own fate. How could she wed a member of the Palatine Guard? Those murderers were tasked with the execution of her grandmamau. Only how, in the name of the Goddess had her sister found it in her heart to accompany that odious man anywhere once she’d learned the truth?
Giles was a Paladin?
A Paladin!
“Seren,” Wilhelm entreated again, perhaps thinking her reticent. “If, indeed, the boy saw one of your mother’s ravens, I’d not put him at risk any more than we must. After what I have witnessed, I fear for the lad. He would be much safer at Neasham. Without you, he would be of no concern to your mother.”
It was impossible to argue. He was right. Jack was in far more danger traveling with them. And though she thanked Wilhelm for not mentioning the fact, she knew very well that the journey would be quicker as well. So much as she would love to linger in perpetuity with Wilhelm, she knew it was folly. He was not hers, and he would never be hers. But, in truth, her mother would kill them all if she found them, and how would Seren feel, if she were responsible for the deaths of both Wilhelm and the boy?
She peered once more at Jack, sleeping so peacefully, weary from travel, then nodded. “Very well.”
“We are agreed, then?”
“Aye,” she said. “We are agreed. We will leave him at Neasham.”
As for her heart, she apprised herself, she should abandon that as well. It would serve no one at all if she pined for this man, and neither could she encourage his attention. Until they arrived at Warkworth, she must harden her heart.



Chapter
Twenty-One

“Man’s mind is so formed …
it is more susceptible
to falsehood than truth.”
— Erasmus
Patchwork stone, blackened by age, ravaged by the elements, the very sight of Aldergh fills me with boundless rage.
Simply for your part in the killing of my birds, someday I will turn you stone by stone, until naught remains but rubble and ash.
Even now, Elspeth’s warding spell weaves boundary lines upon the aether, leaving me at the mercy of her gatekeepers, and nevertheless, if they wonder why their mistress returned, riding a stranger’s horse, they do not presume to ask. On sight, they raise the portcullis, but then, when, at last, the gate is open wide, I still cannot pass. Such is the nature of magik. I cannot not enter this place until I am bidden to do so—a small matter, to be sure.
I lift a hand to my brow as though to swoon.
“M’lady, art unwell?”
I do not answer. I waver a bit in the saddle.
“Go! Hurry! Get Cora!” the man shouts, and he disappears from the ramparts, scrambling down to the aid of his mistress. It comes as little surprise to me when he appears by my side.
“I am but weary,” I say in the sweetest of voices. “I rode all night long.”
“M’lady,” he says gravely. “My Lord Aldergh will be vexed. “Come,” he demands, as he steals the reins from my hands to lead my horse within. “At once, we will send word to Carlisle.”
“Nay,” I say. “Please, do not.”
I scarce can hide my joy. Aldergh’s lord is not in residence—but of course, he would never allow my daughter to travel without his protection. My sojourn here will go all the easier, and, with the lord and lady both absent, the courtyard is uncannily quiet, though the instant I enter, an elder woman flies out to greet me. “M’lady,” she shouts. “I had no inkling ye’d be returning so soon. Fie on ye,” she exclaims. “You’re e’en more stubborn than my daughters.”
“Don’t worry, Cora; I am fine,” I say, realizing this must be the woman Aldergh’s guard sought to bring to my aid. “I merely forgot… something.”
The elder woman gives me a toothy grin, one that feels entirely too familiar, and her voice softens when she speaks. “I ken what ye forgot,” she says coyly, and it is all I can do not to slap the impudent smirk from her face.
I force a smile and a singsong tone. “Do you?”
“Aye, m’lady,” she says. “But dinna fash yourself. I’ve spoilt them good and well.”
She’s a Scotswoman, I presume, perhaps long gone from her motherland. Her accent is soft, only with but a hint of English.
“Spoilt?” I ask.
The Scotswoman laughs softly. “Aye,” she says. “Well, ye ken how they be. I canna hold one without rousing the other, so, then, I’ve had Ellyn help me when she can.”
“Sweet, sweet Ellyn,” I say, and I wonder what in the name of the cauldron this woman is prattling about—babies? Could it be, babies? Why didn’t I know?
“I thought for certes I would have them all to myself for at least another fortnight yet,” she says. “But I should ha’e ken.” She waggled a finger, smiling still. “I should ha’e ken.”
Yes, of course, it must be babies, and `tis no surprise my eldest bore her husband twins. They are a curse to my blood. I myself suffered more than one, and judging by the manner in which I have been treated, I should have murdered them all before they took their first breaths. I laugh softly, reaching out to grab the lady’s arm for support as I dismount.
At once, a groomsman moves forward to take my horse to the stables. “Saddle a fresh one for me, please,” I command. And then I turn to Cora to say, “I should see them at once.”
I know this is what my daughter would wish, and I would give this wench no reason to see through my glamour. Fortunately, mine is more powerful than most. But this woman is entirely too familiar, threading her arm through mine, and I am outraged by how far my eldest has fallen—consorting with her servants. The woman prattles on and on and on, leading me inside, telling me about kitchens and rushes and servants and suppers. I conceal a yawn, following along. And when she turns to tilt me a questioning glance, I say, “I am so sorry, Cora. I am but weary.”
“Ah, well, dinna fash yourself, Mistress. Only tell me how I may serve ye.”
“Well, there is something I must retrieve, and then I must return to Warkworth. If you will do me any favors it is only to keep this news from my husband.”
I brace myself for questions. As familiar as this woman appears, I fear she will ask me what is so crucial that I would return and leave with such haste. But she does not, and I am relieved. “Very well,” she says. “But I must say, my lord Malcom will hear of this, no doubt. Ye should take another retinue when ye go, or I vow he’ll return in a rage.”
“Nay,” I say, firmly. “We need all the men we can keep. Aldergh’s garrison is too lean as it is.”
“M’lady,” she protests. “I⁠—”
“I will travel more swiftly alone.”
“But—”
“But naught,” I say. “I am here in one piece, can’t you see. You mustn’t worry for me, Cora. I have my ways, as you know.” I wink then, when she looks at me, and her smile returns.
“Ah, yay, m’lady. Very well. Only please, will ye sup before ye go?”
“Perhaps,” I tell her. “But I have vittles in my pack, and I prefer not to travel by night.”
“Very well,” she says with a sigh, and the pout in her voice reminds me of my long-dead mother—Morgan, whose incessant needling ever drove me to distraction.
At least, she harried me until she learned who I am—not her daughter.
Morgan, do you see me now?
Are you turning in your grave?
But nay, I think, with a slow grin. There is naught of you left but ashes, all scattered to the winds.
“Cora,” I say. “I hope you do not mind, but I prefer to see to the babes on my own. Also, if you please, apprise the cook to provide me a treat for the saddle.”
“Oh,” she says, sounding dismayed. “Yay, of course. I’ll see to it at once, m’lady.” And she leaves me standing at the foot of Aldergh’s stairwell, relieved that she is gone.
I do not know this castle, nor its occupants, but I should take care in that lady’s presence. It is not the way of magik to know everything, for I must know a question before the aether provides an answer. But I do not need Cora to guide me; given time alone, I will sniff out my reliquary. It calls to me, even now.
Babies, I think, as I climb.
Twins.
My, oh my.

THE VELLUM’S surface shifted beneath Rosalynde’s fingertips, as though resisting with musculature. It was like a willful creature, bent upon making its point, every so oft turning pages of its own accord. It did so once again, settling once more on a page scribbled heavily with notes.
“I cannot read if you keep turning those pages,” complained Elspeth.
“I am not turning pages,” argued Rosalynde. “I do believe it means for us to read this page.”
“It?” Elspeth asked, lifting a brow.
“I don’t know. ’Tis the Goddess, I suppose. How can I know? I only know I am not the one turning the pages, and it always returns to this one.”
Showing Elspeth the page in question, she splayed the Book as wide as it would go, and urged Elspeth to peer over her shoulder. The entry was titled: The Duality of Witchwater With Arcane Properties.
So, it appeared, you could, indeed, simulate elemental witchwater. It could be created with the help of certain mushrooms, and there were a number of rare forms conducive to the transformation. And therefore, they could, indeed, finish the motte and fill it with witchwater, only not the form of witchwater that was summoned from the aether. Rather, transformed witchwater had somewhat different properties. Instead of calling upon arcane forces, the transformed water was like a strange brew to be used for transmutation. For example, if a priest fell into a mixture, he might become a bandit. Or, if a stone fell into it, it could become a fish. However, if created in just such a manner, the results could be milder. For example, those who waded into the motte might simply become confused and forget themselves, so they forgot they were even fighting a battle. But, this brew was impossible to make as it was, because it called for items Rosalynde had never heard of before—like the scales of a fish called a gwyniad, which was said to be native to the waters of Avalon.
Well, Avalon was long gone, so how was she supposed to acquire this gwyniad? Or, barring the use of gwyniad, she could use something called a “puffer fish.” But then, they would need finely crushed moon dust—and where by the love of night was she going to find moon dust? Also, to her complete horror, it called for a measure of human remains.
“What is this?” asked Elspeth, inquiring over a short verse that was scribbled sideways on the page—not in Morwen’s writing, and probably not their grandmother’s either. Bewitched and spellbound, this particular tome had been in existence for at least a thousand years.
“Only true love’s tears will save the newborn prophet,” Rosalynde read. “What do you suppose it means?”
Elspeth furrowed her brow. “How are we to know? Not even grandmamau allowed me to read the Book without supervision. She claimed the words written therein were too dangerous. Misinterpreted they could lead to unintended consequences.”
“Unintended consequences?”
Elspeth nodded. “She would not say precisely what or how or why, but I suspect our mother was transfigured by something within that Book.”
She tugged the Book out of Rosalynde’s hands and into her own lap, turning to another page. And, once again, like it had more than half a dozen times before, the grimoire quivered, and the page returned to The Duality of Witchwater With Arcane Properties.
“I cannot help but think this Book somehow wishes for us to glean something new from this page, because it cannot be the transmutation of witchwater. Avalon does not exist, and who in this world has ever seen a moon rock to crush into dust?”
“Indeed,” said Elspeth. “And what is a puffer fish?”
The words on the page seemed to ripple then glow, and Elspeth was compelled to reread the words: “Only true love’s tears will save the newborn prophet.” She shook her head, confused. “I cannot fathom what it means, but… somehow… I feel… moved by these words.”
“Moved?”
Elspeth frowned. “Yay,” she said. “Almost as though there is something I should do… or something I should know.”



Chapter
Twenty-Two

Well-rested and bathed after a night at Neasham, Seren nevertheless left the abbey in a pique. Wilhelm hadn’t lied to her, not precisely, but she was vexed that he had disdained to reveal the entire truth: He was not affianced to her sister. And furthermore, Rosalynde was already wed to Giles de Vere—none other than her own betrothed!
Of course, it was no secret at all that Seren didn’t actually wish to wed Giles. He was not the man she pined for. And even so, Wilhelm had led her to believe that his brother meant to honor their betrothal, and that he, as a matter of due course, was honor-bound to return her to Giles—all this time he’d perpetrated a lie.
Never had she felt so muddled—relieved one moment, infuriated the other. And despite everything, she should be pleased beyond measure, because, now, she wouldn’t have to wed Giles. And truly, aside from Wilhelm’s lie, at the instant, there was little she should find to complain about, considering the circumstances: She was still breathing. Her belly was full. Jack was safe. She was clean and no longer dressed in foul smelling clothes. And, according to the nuns at Neasham, her sister was happily wed to the Lord of Warkworth.
There was more they had to say, of course, and though none of it was particularly unpleasant, it made Seren long to pull out every strand of Wilhelm’s beautiful hair—and aye, it was beautiful. Long and thick, it shone like ebony silk. If she were a cruel sort of witch of the sort folks
gossipmongers like to fie on, she might give his horse a fright, then watch him tumble to the ground, muddying his clothes and hair. But she was not, and neither would she treat an animal so cruelly. But so far as Wilhelm was concerned—a pox on him!
And, by the by, the next time he considered eating a poisonous mushroom, she should let him. It would serve the deceiver right to spend every waking moment moaning and groaning on a pot.
Fie on him!
She muttered crossly beneath her breath, her appetite soured, despite that the sisters at Neasham had loaded their satchels with victuals aplenty for the journey. She settled a hand beneath her breast, grimacing over a burn in her breast.
“Art unwell, Seren?”
He’d said it with such concern that her anger wilted, if only slightly. She lifted a brow, and slid him a furious glance, then quickly averted her gaze, discomfited by her anger. “I am well,” she said. “Never better,” she lied.
How could she be? One sister was dead, the other imprisoned in Wales. Elspeth was wed to a stranger, and now she’d learned—not from Wilhelm, mind you, but from strangers—that Rosalynde was married as well, and to none other than a huntsman for the Church.
“You don’t seem well,” he said.
“Oh, but I am,” she snapped. But, truly, she couldn’t restrain herself any longer. “Why did you not advise me my sister was Lady of Warkworth? I had to hear it from strangers.”
Never mind the fact that for all intents and purposes, Wilhelm was a stranger, too. It was only that, after traveling so long in his company, Seren feared he must know enough about her now to never want her for himself. Whatever beauty she possessed could never vie with all her many faults. Ever since leaving Dover, he’d seen her at her worst—hair disheveled, sleep-dust forming in the corners of her eyes. And, to make matters worse, to her utter mortification, he’d listened to her relieve herself on occasion, and then whilst they were still at Neasham, he’d accidentally walked into her bath, only to fly away the instant he saw her.
He did not stand there, gawking at her with a flame of longing burning in his eyes, nor did he linger in the doorway. He’d turned and fled—as though she were a viper he’d discovered coiled amidst the dust beneath his bed.
It was mortifying. Seren only wanted to be clean so she could wear one of the lovely dresses he’d procured for her. She longed desperately for him to look at her again as he had that night before arriving at Neasham, despite that, considering the circumstances, appealing to a lowborn bastard was the last thing that should be on her mind.
For Creirwy’s sake, her sister was dead—or had she forgotten so easily?
But nay, she had not.
It was just that… Wilhelm made her feel… what?
Not so lonely? Admired? Cherished?
All these things and more.
And nevertheless, he was not courting her, she had to remind herself much too frequently. He was only escorting her to her sister—not even to Giles.
And still, though she longed desperately to take offense over his motives, not once during the long hours they’d spent together had he once behaved inappropriately. Unlike most of the lords she’d encountered at court, Wilhelm Fitz Richard had treated her with utmost respect—and, no, it wasn’t as though she wanted him to kiss her. She only wanted him to want to. It was all so confusing.
Winding the excess length of reins in her hand, she gave him another narrow-eyed glance.
Wilhelm had the good graces to look away, and she watched as his aura shifted from red to brown—good, then, let him be discomfited. For certes, she herself had never felt more a fool, and she could not say it was all his fault, because she was the one who’d tormented herself with thoughts of a man she could never have.
And, lo, now that she realized it was perfectly possible all along—that he wasn’t betrothed to her sister—mayhap she shouldn’t want him, but she did. But clearly, he didn’t want her, and it was becoming quite apparent that the red in his aura was not desire at all; it was something else.
Finally, he turned to look at her, his lips twisted ruefully. “Take it as you will, Lady Seren; I did not believe you would agree to accompany me if I did not say it was to return you to your betrothed.”
Fie! So now he would return to formalities? Lady Seren, Lady Seren, Lady Seren! For the love of night, she was no more a lady than he was a lord. “And yet you might have told me it was my sister who’d commanded you to find me—she’s your mistress, after all.”
He lifted a shoulder. “So to speak.”
“So to speak,” Seren railed, feeling her witchwind rising yet again with her anger. “So to speak!”
The tops of the trees shimmied with fright, and the poplar leaves tinkled like warning bells.
“You speak in riddles, Wilhelm de Vere. If Rosalynde is not your mistress, then say so. If she is, speak true.”
His voice was taut. “I am not de Vere,” he corrected. “I am Fitz⁠—”
“Richard, yay, I know. What does it matter? Amidst my own dewinefolk, we are kindred no matter whether we are conceived in the rushes or in a fine-feathered bed.”
He said naught.
“I do not understand your English sensibilities.”
His cheeks were flushed. “I am sorry,” he said, and then he hung his head, looking too much like a sweet young boy, save that there was nothing so small about him, nor could she mistake him for a boy.
Furiously, Seren coiled the reins tighter, trying desperately to master her emotions.
This was all too much.
For months now she’d been fleeing her mother’s wrath—all to no avail, because her sweet sister was dead. She had allowed herself to trust this man. And that was not all. Yay, it was true; she must confess it all: Her heart fluttered each and every time Wilhelm came near enough for her to smell his male scent. All it ever took to make her nipples taut was to hear him speak her name so intimately. For Creirwy’s bloody sake, she was like a lute to be played at his whim—an instrument of desire that remained finely in tune to his every sigh. It was disgusting. Maddening. Embarrassing.
“Seren,” he said, the timbre of his voice low and husky, and once again, it spoke to some secret part of her she had never even known existed.
“Fie on you, Wilhelm! I’d not hear you speak my name ever again,” she said irrationally.
He grumbled, then asked, “What would you have me call you?”
In truth, Seren didn’t know. She might be daughter to a long-dead king, but she was no more high-born than Wilhelm was, even despite having been appointed a title. She couldn’t bring herself to ask him to address her as a lady, because she most certainly wasn’t a lady. And regardless, her true kinsmen had no need for such formalities. She was Seren to those who knew her best, and Seren to those who knew her least. And even so, she did not wish to hear Wilhelm speak that name again so intimately… as though in itself the word could be a caress.
Fie on him.
Fie on Giles.
Fie on her mother.
Fie on Rose, too! Though why Rosalynde, Seren didn’t precisely know. Her poor sister had had naught at all to do with any of this. If Rosalynde was guilty of anything at all it was only that she hadn’t insisted this stiff-necked behemoth reveal the entire truth to her the minute he met her.
And nevertheless, knowing Rosalynde, her sister would never have suggested he lie—she would no more have done so than she would have… what?
Lain with another woman’s betrothed?
Ye gods, Seren was so confused.
“I am sorry,” he offered again, and then he left her to ruminate in silence and rage.
SENSING her witchy wind rise again, Wilhelm fell silent.
God’s truth, when most women got in a temper, they roused an altogether different sort of tempest. When Seren Pendragon grew angry, she bestirred a wind that shook the very tree-tops. It was unsettling to say the least.
And still, he couldn’t say for certes whether she even realized what it was she was doing. Watching her expression as she surveyed the shivering woods, he could easily believe she was as startled by the revelation as he.
She peered at him through long, thick lashes, lowering her gaze so that her lashes fanned her rosy cheeks, but not before he spotted the torment stirring in those beautiful, stormy eyes. It made him long to put his arms about her and offer solace, though it was quite clear to him she would never accept it—leastways, not right now.
Thereafter, three things occurred to Wilhelm all at once: the first, no matter how vexed Seren might be with him, she was somehow more embarrassed by her tantrum and the tempest it roused—which gave rise to the second revelation; two, she wasn’t particularly savvy about magik, because it seemed to him that she was as clueless as he was about the power she wielded; and three, she was sorely affronted by him and the choices he’d made. If he dared speak another word to her in her present mood, she would raise a storm that would rip out the trees by their roots. Therefore, he fell silent, giving her all the time and space she needed. But, in truth, he felt sick to his gut over the mood his actions engendered, and even so, if her anger gave her the strength to endure, he would endeavor to take comfort in that, because, even now, he felt a persistent sense of danger… a knowing in his gut that had little to do with her mood, nor even the threat of her witchy wind.
It was more like a shadow of doom.
Bones of the saints, not even her sister could tug at his heartstrings the way Seren did. Whereas Rosalynde was as fierce as a lion, Seren’s demeanor was gentler. He could see she was disarmed by her own anger—no doubt for more reasons than for its physical manifestation. She was a kind soul, not unlike Lady Ayleth, but unlike Lady Ayleth, he sensed in her a spirit and devotion that rivaled her sister’s.
She hid her passions well; he would give her that—which only made him wonder… would she be equally passionate between the sheets?
To his utter disgust, his cock hardened over that thought, and he let fly a string of oaths. In her presence, he was naught but a beardless youth, with so little mastery over his manhood that a good, stiff wind could rouse him hard as stone. And it didn’t help matters very much that after spying her at her bath, he now had a vision of her to burn over—skin so pale and perfect it appeared translucent, hair so rich and coppery it illumined her skin like the soft glow of a warm fire, eyes as silver and sparkling as the water she lay in.
Admittedly, he hadn’t seen very much of her, but he’d seen quite enough—those pale, perfect moons rising above the glittering water, the darker tips of her areolas tempting him just beneath the surface, like a siren singing her song beneath the waves.
For certes, Seren was a Siren, and his physical response to her was instantaneous and incontrovertible. He’d fled her presence before he could unman himself.
God have mercy, even now, he was wholly undone by the memory, and despite that they remained in danger, he wished to God she were his wife so he could coax her down from that mount and find some secluded spot to rut together like mindless beasts.
Perhaps he could rouse in her a different sort of passion…
He might not be a rich man, nor even entirely couth, but he was born with a talent for pleasing women. For all that he’d pined for the untouchable Lady Ayleth, he’d never actually burned for her in his bed. He hadn’t had much need to burn. No matter how wide a berth he gave temptation, there were many a morn he’d awakened to a sweet mouth pulling his cock, or a warm, wet flower opening to greet him.
And yet… with Seren—he looked at her now, tugging at her reins with a vengeance—it was different.
It wasn’t a rutting he yearned for… he wanted to show her what mysteries her body concealed. He wanted to know the taste of her mouth, and drink of her sweet flower until he was drunk with desire… until his cock throbbed so hard that his eyes rolled back in his head.
He could well imagine her nipples pebbling beneath his palm, and he longed to slip his tongue between her ripe lips, and elicit moans from her that would silence the world.
Even now, as he watched her hips sway in time with the horse’s canter, he could imagine her nude and riding him with abandon—her lithe body undulating and her glorious mane unbound and tickling her soft, beautiful breasts.
God help him. From the moment he awoke, it was all he could think about, even as her witchy wind roused, and he wished to God in Heaven above that he didn’t feel so concerned about leaving her alone, because they would both be better served if he could find himself five minutes alone so he could strangle his cock.
How the hell was he going to keep her safe if he couldn’t stop thinking about the beast in his breeches?
Growling with dissatisfaction, Wilhelm surreptitiously adjusted himself so that the horse’s gait wouldn’t offer more pain.
In retrospect, he should have told her everything. From the very beginning, he should have sat her down and explained all he knew. And still, in his defense, he’d had more than a few confusing feelings of his own to muddle through—for one, she represented everything Wilhelm could never have, and yet she was everything he could ever want.
And then there was this: He hadn’t appreciated the shrewish tone of her voice, nor her lack of enthusiasm for his aid. He’d traveled a long, long way to help her, and he was risking life and limb, even now. If they should happen to encounter another Shadow Beast, there was little he could do to save them, and he would die with certain regrets.
And, so much as he loathed the events that transpired before his arrival, it also wasn’t his fault her sister was dead, nor had he wished to embroil himself in her family’s troubles. They had enough troubles at Warkworth, and he’d been dragged into this kicking and screaming, because why in damnation should he agree to aid the daughter of the very woman who murdered his kinsmen?
Aye, despite knowing it wasn’t Seren’s fault, it took Wilhelm time to reconcile that fact—not to mention that she’d saddled him with another poor soul to see to, and despite all Wilhelm’s objections, he’d come to care for Jack—well enough to part with yet another gold mark for the boy’s care, and the horse as well.
The sisters at Neasham were pleased enough to take his coin and his horse, and so much as he’d believed they would remember his generosity and refuse any more gold, they took everything he offered, and more. And, then, after taking his hard-earned coin, they’d gone and filled Seren’s ears with tittle-tattle.
They ought to add that to their tombstones: Servants of God, celebrated seamstresses and gossipmongers. Every last one. And particularly Mother Helewys, who’d filled his own ears with whispers about Giles and Rosalynde—whispers he ought never have heard.
Evidently, the abbess didn’t condone bathing. She’d bent his ears for over an hour over that sin. And then, Wilhelm made the mistake of revealing that Rosalynde and Seren were sisters, and once revealed, Mother Helewys had rebuked him, telling him to never darken her doors again with Morwen’s offspring. Not that she didn’t believe Seren a perfectly lovely young woman, she’d said. She simply didn’t wish to court trouble, and trouble was all the Pendragons ever wrought.
For his own part, he couldn’t disagree. He had his own demons to excise over that, but now that he’d gotten to know both Seren and Rosalynde, he presumed her other sisters should be as sweet and lovely as they were. They but had the grave misfortune of sharing Morwen’s blood—and consequently, it was a good thing Mother Helewys didn’t ask him to negate the rumors of sorcery, because Wilhelm was a poor liar. He wouldn’t have been able to gainsay them, and, if that be the case, they would have put Jack out on his ear. As it was, he’d promised to retrieve the boy the instant he could, because they didn’t wish to involve themselves in politikal intrigue.
Hoping against hope that Seren’s mood would improve, Wilhelm amused himself with his own thoughts, never for one instant taking his eyes off the skies. Now that the nuns were privy to Seren’s identity, it was but a matter of time before word spread to Stephen. He only hoped that, if Giles hadn’t already found a way to disclose his recent nuptials to the King, he would be gone from London before the truth was revealed.



Chapter
Twenty-Three

Avarice, envy, pride,
Three fatal sparks,
have set the hearts of all
On fire.
—Dante Alighieri
When thy father went a-hunting,
A spear on his shoulder, a club in his hand,
He called the nimble hounds,
‘Giff, Gaff; catch, catch, fetch, fetch!’
Of course, as you must suspect, I have every intention of laying hands upon my grandbabes. I will bequeath them a gift—a lovely spell that will, in time, break their mother’s heart, as she broke mine.
Or perhaps I should bind them—but nay, Elspeth would be relieved by this. She has never been at one with the Goddess.
So perhaps I should poison them in their cribs? That way, when she returns, she will find her sweet babes blue as the sea under which I was imprisoned—I search my cloak to be sure I have my herbs.
But, nay, killing them too swiftly would be boring. Elspeth would mourn them, never realizing her own mother had deprived her.
Nay, I decide. Better to curse them in their fortunes so she will weep blood tears for all their suffering. Even as I meant to bless Morfran, I will plague them.
Diverting myself with all the amusing possibilities, I seek my reliquary, allowing my senses to guide me. At long, long last, I am led to a women’s solar, and here I am startled to find a small cauldron in the hearth.
“Elspeth,” I exclaim, delighted. But of course, you would embrace your dewinity now that you’ve had a small taste.
I inhale the scent of her spellcasting. Power is, after all, an aphrodisiac. It weaves itself into your veins and then thrums into your heart, like a sweet but savage song.
I laugh to myself, endlessly amused.
Would that my daughter could know what I know…would that she could see the kingdom she has forsworn. Someday, before she closes her eyes in mortal slumber, I should show her all that she has forsaken.
The reliquary is near. I follow its scent—stronger and stronger nearer the floorboards, so I sink to my knees and crawl like a hound, sniffing along the old wood. Muscles taut with anticipation, I inhale deeply, exhilarated, because I sense that wherever my reliquary lies, there, too, I will find my grimoire.
Knocking on the floor, I discover a hollow where the scent reeks strongest. Growling, I sink my nails into the grooves and pluck up the boards revealing a small compartment beneath, and here I discover the reliquary.
But not the grimoire.
My stomach plummets. My face contorts. My Book isn’t here. There lies only a makeshift grimoire my daughters created in their ignorance. Pah!
It is all I can do not to lift it up and rip it to shreds, worthless as it must be. Anger, deep and dark roils from the depths of me.
How dare you defy me, daughter!
How dare you keep me from my Book of Books.
Calm yourself, I demand.
Calm yourself.
Could it be that Rosalynde took the grimoire with her? Nay, I cannot believe she would. Why would she carry the tome so far north, only to keep it?
Unless Elspeth did not, in truth, embrace the Craft? And in that case, perhaps she sent her sister away with the grimoire in hand? But nay…
My gaze travels across the room… to the hearth, where the cauldron sits, and I scowl as I pluck up the reliquary, grateful for its return. I pick up the book and steal it to the hearth.
Inside the cauldron, I find traces of herbs. Rose petals for love… white sage for purification… amaranth for protection… asafetida to drive away demons—I laugh—bryony to amplify the strength of her brew. And there, too, I smell bits of copper, agate, malachite and amber, each to summon a guardian angel.
But that will not work, Elspeth.
Where magik dwells, angels do not—leastways, not the sort you might think. I am the angel you would call. The Sylphkind are all eternal beings, bowing only to the Mother. All other gods are gods unto themselves. Angels, devils… we are all one, if only distinguished by the shade of our souls. Mine, as we have already determined… is black.
Rage is the color of my wings.
A glance down at the wood kindles a fire as I flip through the pages of my daughters’ grimoire, finding the most detestably ordinary spells and concoctions.
Boring.
Drivel.
Waste.
I hurl the book into the flames, watching it burn only a moment before abandoning the solar to seek my grandchildren. They aren’t difficult to find… Soft coos lead me to a room one flight up. The nursery is attached to the master’s chamber, with whitewashed stone walls and pale-blue billowing drapes surrounding a lovely, ornate cradle.
Here, I discover the children… one asleep beneath sprigs of betony bound with rowan vines… the other peers up at me with those luminous eyes—eyes the color of Emrys’.
Boys, I realize, and gasp in wonder. Twins. But not merely twins…
They are both painfully beautiful, but the fairest has a countenance the image of Taliesin’s. His eyes are the changeable shade of cats-eye stones—a druid prince. Skin like pearls; nose, aquiline, like a Roman’s; lips rosy as plums; brows tipped with hair so fair it could have been fine-spun gold silk. A druid prince.
The knowledge is both spine-chilling and glorious.
Born again… a prophet, a bard, a Merlin. He, who was promised… a shining torch to ward away darkness. Six hundred years Taliesin has been gone, his bright soul loosed about the world, like a butterfly without a perch.
The boy blinks, his beautiful lips curling into a smile, his fine-spun lashes brushing his soft, rose-petal cheeks, and he gives me a coo…
I cannot stop myself. I yearn to hold him. Beauty beguiles me. I long for the scent of his warm baby skin beneath my nostrils and I lift him up from the blanket’s folds, careful not to wake the rufous-haired child. A druid! I marvel. A goddess-blessed druid, after so long. Emrys was the last, and before him… not since Taliesin. But this babe has something more than Emrys possessed… he has the soul of a Sylph shining from his eyes… pure and true. He will beguile when he speaks. He will command gods. He will…
“M’lady,” intrudes a young maid, and I am enraged. Holding the child near to my breast, I spin about, forgetting my glamour and raising a hand to strike her down.
And, then… I stop myself, realizing she could prove useful. I will not return here, I know, for a trick of this sort can only be played once, and yet I will have need of eyes inside this demesne. Restraining myself, I soften my glance… such a pretty thing, with pale flaxen hair, a pert little nose and eyes as blue as my Elspeth’s.
The young woman hesitates, clearly unsettled. Could it be she glimpsed my true self behind my glamour?
Or mayhap she simply despairs to see the look of fury on her mistresses’ face.
I smile.
“M-my m-mother sent me to help,” she says.
I crook a finger to summon her within. “Thank you, sweetling. Please, come in.”
It does not matter if she suspects me now because my charm weaves its magik between us. Even against her will, she glides toward me, and I can smell her fear as I place my hand upon her arm, sliding it up, along the path of her dainty shoulder, and finally placing a finger beneath her sweet chin. I dig my nail into her virgin’s flesh. “What is your name, my dear?”
“Ellyn.”
“Ellyn,” I whisper softly. “I weave the chains that hold you now, and to my will you shall bow.” I lift a finger to touch her upon the brow, and say softly, “I need—” Completely at a loss, I wave a hand over the babe. “Whatever it is that babes must need. Fetch it down to the stables.”
Fear has left her now. “Yay, mistress. Will you take both bairns?”
“Bairns?” I say, amused by her dialect. “Nay, I think not. I need only one—this one,” I say. “What is his name?”
“Broc,” she says, and tilts her head to inquire, “Shall I join you, mistress?”
“Oh, no… not today,” I say. “I need you here, my pet.” I turn with the child in my arms. “But, please, fret not. I will summon you before long, and in the meantime, please see my horse is prepared to ride.”
“Yay, mistress,” she says, and hurries to do my bidding.
“Oh, Ellyn…” She turns. “Please, do not speak of this to your mother.”
“Yay, mistress, of course,” she says, and I smile, holding my prize closer as she leaves.
“When thy father went a-hunting,” I croon to the child. “A spear on his shoulder, a club in his hand, He called the nimble hounds, ‘Giff, Gaff; catch, catch, fetch, fetch!’” And I bounce the child, and laugh, and say again, “Giff, Gaff; catch, catch, fetch, fetch!”



Chapter
Twenty-Four

The woods were tangled with undergrowth. Brambles strangled young saplings, lifting shoots to seek more prey. Pale green and concealing claws, they snagged at the length of Wilhelm’s trews, nipped the hem of Seren’s gown. Bendy and willful, vines clawed at the legs of their mounts, and on occasion finding purchase and drawing nicks of blood.
Wilhelm had never seen it so wild—overgrown and cruel with the will to prevail.
With nary a word of complaint, Seren endured the aggravation. He knew she must be relieved to be nearing the end of their journey and a heartfelt reunion with her sister.
The coursers, on the other hand, continued to complain, snorting and huffing in protest over the assault on their flesh, prancing with legs too high and stumbling over uneven ground. It was as though the path before them would impede their travels, driving them back to the road.
“`Tis overgrown,” Wilhelm grumbled, moving ahead and slashing at thickening vines with his sword. “It must have rained aplenty since I left.” But that in itself would be nothing new. Even during the driest of months they had plenty of rain in the north. Never in all his days had he ever encountered a forest so greedy and wild. It gave him a shiver at the back of his nape—not unlike that feeling he’d had on the morning he’d discovered Warkworth in ruins.
But, of course, it could simply be due the fact that he’d been so long traveling already—months if you counted the many weeks before discovering Seren in Dover. He’d been traveling so long, in truth, that at this point he hadn’t the first inkling what was going on in London, nor even at Warkworth, and for all he knew, his brother could be locked away in a tower for treason. Wasn’t that what happened to men who forswore contracts with the King?
He bloody well hoped Giles hadn’t followed his hot-headed advice. It would serve no one at all for him to speak his true heart. But if he did, he hoped to God that Rosalynde would be prepared for the consequences. As it was, Wilhelm half anticipated returning to discover the castle under siege. It was the order of the day, so it seemed. Stephen was ever besieging one castle or another in pursuit of Matilda.
At the moment it was sunny, but while Seren’s mood had vastly improved, Wilhelm’s had taken a turn for the worse—mostly, because he realized that the very instant she was reunited with Rose, he was bound to be forgotten. For that alone he was glad to be traveling slower.
Taking a moment to calculate the distance, he reckoned that from Dover to Neasham it was a good ninety leagues, or more. From London to Neasham about seventy. From Neasham to Warkworth perhaps no more than twenty—a good two days’ journey, little more, even with the overgrown brush. However, reluctance wasn’t the only reason for his decision to avoid the North Road. While it might have been easier traveling on the old Roman road, it was also well-traveled. To make matters worse—at least for their purposes—the entire thoroughfare, from London to Edinburgh, was cleared of trees for a good ten to twenty meters on either side of the road—a measure instituted by King Henry as a defense against brigands. It only made sense for the shires to keep it, though, at the instant, it would be safer for Seren if they remained hidden.
Hacking at another thick vine, he cast her a glance, wondering how she felt about Rosalynde and Giles. Clearly, she’d been furious with him for keeping the truth from her, but despite having said she would repudiate Giles, was she perhaps disappointed not to be wedding an earl? What woman wouldn’t like to be mistress of a great house?
Seren herself deserved to be lavished with riches—riches Wilhelm could never afford.
Alas, that hadn’t mattered when he’d passed that dressmaker’s booth in the market in Dover. He took primal joy in the way she looked right now, in part because he had bought her that dress—blue camlet with a matching ribbon. The soft material had caught his eye, because it was only slightly bluer than the pale color of her eyes. Unadorned though it might be, the cloth, made from fine camel’s wool, was imported from the East. Soft as silk, the nap was tightly shorn to give it a soft feel. Time and again, he sidled up beside her, longing to reach out and snatch a feel of her sleeve. Like her beautiful, radiant skin, he imagined it to be soft to the touch… but if he breached that barrier between them, he might regret it, and regret, alas, was the concern of the day. But at least he needn’t worry whether Giles would regret repudiating Seren, not when he loved her sister so deeply. The man was besotted—as besotted as Wilhelm must be, although, once again, without reciprocation.
How could Seren possibly want him? He could offer the lady nothing. He was a soldier indebted to his brother, and he didn’t even have a proper bower. He slept with the men-at-arms. So, then, what should he do? Bring her into his barracks and make love to her on a pallet in the company of an army of drooling eegits?
Nay.
But if only he had some future to share… something.
Wilhelm wasn’t learned like Giles, but neither was he stupid. He sensed Seren held some affection for him, and he might better know what to do with that intuition if she were not so far removed from his station.
He sighed despondently, for no matter that he had a close relationship with his lord brother, he’d never dare ask for more than his father had been willing to give. The castle was as yet incomplete, but it didn’t matter how grand it was supposed to be; there had never been a place for Wilhelm under its roof. In good time, he’d hoped to build himself a cottage, and mayhap keep a wife there, but even that was less than appealing. What was he going to do? Sleep apart from his bride in order to lead his brother’s garrison? Slumber with his family and come running at the call of a horn? Watch his home burn from the ramparts if Eustace should happen to return?
Nay.
The thought alone was enough to put a viper’s nest in his gut. Swinging his sword with a vengeance, he severed a thick, gnarly bramble, wondering if they should return to the road.
The deeper they traversed into the woods, the thicker the vines grew. And anyway, he did hope to encounter Giles traveling north. His brother was expected in London on the fifth of June. He and Seren departed Neasham around the eleventh. His brother’s horse was a strong courser. He’d witnessed firsthand how the animal could tear up a road. On their journey south only a few months ago, they’d covered sixty miles in little more than a day. Ergo, even if he lingered in London another day or two after his audience with Stephen, it was still entirely possible that Giles could make the journey north in time to meet them en route to Warkworth. Moreover, even though Seren wouldn’t complain, he could see the strain showing on her face. So, about midday, he led her back to the road.
Well-traveled as it might be, he fully anticipated encountering a pilgrim or two. What he didn’t anticipate was the constant stream of traffic moving south. Weary and bedraggled, the men appeared as though they hadn’t supped well in weeks. If there weren’t so bloody many, he would have offered victuals from his satchel.
He gave Seren a meaningful glance, warning her without words to remain silent as he reached about and stole the reins from her hands, pulling her and her mare to the right side of his mount to better shield her. If there was a boon to be had for his size it was this: Most men dared not cross him.
And nevertheless, while these men might sooner pluck out their own eyes than tangle with the Hammer of Warkworth, none appeared to have much fear of him. They wore a look of desperation in their eyes that made him think they had naught to lose. But he wasn’t worried for himself; dressed as he was in boiled leathers, he was far more prepared for a battle than they were, sad as it may be to say. These ragtag soldiers wore piecemeal armor: One wore a helmet, another chausses, no mail sherte or coif. They were equipped with weapons, to be sure, but none so much that would mete out any true damage, and even as he watched, one man took a gander at his blade—a fine, double-edged sword with a two-handed cruciform and pommel that once belonged to his father. Perhaps it should have gone to Giles, but Giles had returned from his travels with a weapon that far surpassed any that might be fashioned by their bladesmiths at Warkworth.
Raising a hand to his forehead in greeting, he said, “Well met.”
“Hail sir,” said a thin man, giving him a nod, assessing Wilhelm as he approached.
Compelled despite himself, Wilhelm reached back with his free hand to lift up the flap on his saddlebag, reaching in to see what he could find—a small round of cheese met his fingertips and he lifted it up, tossing it to the man. “God save ye,” the traveler said, inclining his head.
“Well met,” said another as they crossed paths, and Wilhelm dared to inquire. “Where to good man?”
“York, m’lord.”
Wilhelm’s brows lifted, and he let go of Seren’s reins to turn his horse. “York?”
Turning in his saddle, the man’s eyes lit with a fever of excitement. “Aye, m’lord. To join a siege with Duke Henry.”
Wilhelm’s brows collided. “Fitz Empress, at York?”
Eyeing the sigil on his breast, the man openly confessed, “David knighted him. They’re taking York with the Earl of Chester.”
Duke Henry was old enough to have been knighted by his own sire before his death, but Wilhelm was far more intrigued over the details of how the lad re-entered the realm so quietly. In due time, they were supposed to have used the port at Warkworth, but their arrival was still being discussed. In the eventuality it was approved, Duke Henry wasn’t supposed to arrive until after the new proposal for ascension was discussed and accepted by the King. To Wilhelm’s knowledge, that proposal—an agreement that Stephen could rule until his death, but cede the throne to Matilda’s boy instead of his own son—hadn’t met with resounding approval from the Vatican. A few of the Empress’s “friends” believed she should be the one to wear her father’s crown. To their way of thought, Duke Henry was scarcely a child, and he had too many years remaining before he would be ready to rule. “Under whose banner do you ride?” Wilhelm asked another man, as he trotted toward them.
“Rainald FitzRoy,” said the soldier. “We’ve fresh come from council. More than half the northern barons will support David. I’m guessing you should be pleased enough to hear that news?” He tilted Wilhelm a meaningful nod, then put a hand to his forehead in salute. “Safe travels, m’lord. And if you should find yourself without the lady in tow, Duke Henry will welcome Warkworth’s support.”
Wilhelm nodded. “God be with ye, lad,” he said, and gave Seren another meaningful glance. She arched one perfect brow, perhaps because he’d given her so much grief over assuming his title, and he’d let it slide for these men, but it served him well enough for these men to mistake him for Warkworth’s lord. It was also quite telling these soldiers would speak so freely about rebellion. It was a testament to the growing unrest in England. People might not relish having a haughty woman on the throne, nor a beardless youth, but, it seemed they would prefer the boy to a hard-hearted despot—particularly one aligned to Morwen Pendragon. Stephen may not be guilty of tyranny, per se, but the man had one ass cheek off his throne, and he was already advocating for his son—but, God’s teeth, York?
Clearly, to no avail, his brother had warned David not to take the diocese perforce. There was no way in hell Stephen would ever allow York to fall. If what these men claimed was true, it was a matter of time before Stephen drove his army north. If they came so far as York, Warkworth was no more than another thirty leagues north.
Grateful now that he’d avoided York en route to Neasham, he waited until the last of the cavalcade was out of sight before abandoning the road yet again, praying to God his brother was not embroiled at York. Their troubles would mount exponentially and God’s bloody bones, he was growing weary of trouble.
SEREN DIDN’T QUESTION his decision.
Though she might still be vexed with him, she trusted Wilhelm without fail. It was clear to her that he was concerned for their wellbeing. Despite that Jack was no longer traveling with them and there were no signs of her mother’s ravens, his mood had grown darker and darker by the mile. “Those were the Earl of Cornwall’s men?” she ventured.
“Aye.”
“So, it seems, Duke Henry aligns himself with David?
“So it seems.”
“The Earl of Chester and the Earl of Cornwall are planning to take York?”
It was a bold move, Seren realized.
“Your guess is good as mine,” Wilhelm said. “But I am not surprised. De Gernon has long been discontented, and Rainald is Matilda’s half-brother.”
“Yay, I know,” said Seren, with a faint smile playing at the corners of her mouth. “Rainald is my brother as well.”
Wilhelm’s brows collided, as though only now perceiving this fact. But it was true; the Earl of Cornwall was as much Seren’s kindred as he was Matilda’s—obviously, so was Duke Henry. Perhaps it hadn’t occurred to Wilhelm how many bastards her father had sired, or perhaps more significantly, how well he appointed them. But though her father had given little enough of his time, he had given all his children generous endowments, including Seren and her sisters. The simple fact that she couldn’t claim her money was all due to her mother. And they were not alone in their complaint; even Matilda had been deprived of her due.
Ye gods! Duke Henry was at York. The significance of that was not lost to Seren. Tensions were escalating so quickly. And now, the simple fact that Duke Henry had joined this fight was momentous, because, in essence, it meant he, as the rightful king of England, would agree to cede York’s archdiocese to Scotland, awarding the entire northern ecclesiastical power to David.
“How far from Warkworth lies York?”
“Thirty leagues, perhaps.”
“Aldergh to York?”
“A little bit further. Closer to the border.” He gave Seren a meaningful glance, correctly assuming her thoughts, because he said, “Your sister is safe there, and, in truth, I would venture to say that if tensions continue to escalate, Giles will send you both north to join Elspeth at Aldergh. I have never seen that fortress, but by all accounts ’tis inviolable.”
Seren nodded, and for an instant—only the briefest instant—she suffered a pang of longing to return to York to meet her nephew. Whereas only a few months ago she mightn’t have cared much about either Henry or Matilda, she longed now for some connection to her family. Or, perhaps it was something more like hope… something she now had a glimpse of thanks to Wilhelm. But, truly, with her sisters all scattered to the winds, and Arwyn… gone—she still could not conceive it—Seren had never felt more alone… except for Wilhelm. She glanced at him now, wishing she could smooth the worry lines from the corners of his mouth. It wasn’t so much that she was no longer affronted by his lie of omission, but the darker his mood, the more inclined she was to try to lift it. “I must believe my father would support this,” she said.
“Did you know him well?”
She peered up at a passing bluebird, watching it alight upon a low-lying bough. “Nay. I was only seven when he died.”
“Still old enough to hold him in your thoughts,” Wilhelm suggested.
“Oh, I do. But, as my mother was of the mind her brats should never be seen or heard, only Elspeth ever escaped this edict. My father came to know her better, perhaps because he and Morwen were… shall we say… newly entangled.” Her cheeks burned with chagrin. “Elspeth was the first child Morwen bore him.”
Wilhelm’s dark eyes were warm, inviting her to tell him all her secrets. “So you were born in London?”
“I was. My sister was born at Blackwood. The rest of us in London.” She sighed wistfully. “By the time I came along my father had very likely grown weary of so many…”
He lifted both brows. “Bastards?”
Seren laughed softly. “Aye, so see, we are not so different, you and me.”
“I beg to differ,” he said, and quieted as though to contemplate all that she’d told him.
For some reason it pleased her immensely to know he cared enough to know her history—as she longed to know his. “I don’t know why, but I thought you were born in Wales,” he said.
“Not I, though I was raised there. After my father died, I was sent to live with my sisters in the Vale of Ewyas—not very far from Blackwood.”
“Why did you not return to Blackwood?”
Seren rolled her eyes. “Ah, well, that is a looong story. The short of it is that women cannot inherit lands in Wales. When my uncle died, Blackwood was forfeit to Gruffydd ap Rhys, the King of Dyfed. And, in order to keep the estate, my mother would have had to marry one of his sons. By then, Morwen and Henry were already…”
“Entangled?”
Seren nodded, her cheeks burning. “Elspeth was two, I suppose, and my mother was already in confinement with Rhiannon. At the time, Henry had a bit less tenuous influence over the Marcher lords.”
He lifted his brows again. “Less than Stephen?”
Seren laughed softly. It was true. King Stephen had none at all. For the entire first year of his reign, he’d made some sore attempt to annex those lands, but it soon became quite apparent that the Welsh lords would never cede their lands or their kingships without a fight—one Stephen could ill afford, particularly when David was already seizing lands to the north, and Matilda was trying to rouse barons against him. But such was the power of destiny and the ysbryd y byd –the spirit of the age.
“At my mother’s behest, my grandmamau appealed to Henry, so Henry agreed to allow her to keep Blackwood for her heirs, if only if she swore allegiance to him, not to Gruffydd ap Rhys, and only if my mother agreed to become a ward of his court. Later, when my grandmamau died, our lands were again forfeit, only this time to Henry.”
“So, in reality, you came into this world as Henry’s prisoner?”
Seren frowned over that plainspoken truth. “I suppose ’tis one way to look at it.” Along with her mother, and her sisters, they were, indeed, all wards of her father’s court. Still, Elspeth was indisputably Henry’s favorite, even above his heirs—though not William, of course. William was always Henry’s hope of hopes, and when he died, a part of her father died as well. He never quite took to Matilda. “I should say, we were far freer wandering my father’s halls than we ever were at the priory.”
“I see,” he said.
And yet he couldn’t see—not everything.
What would he think if he knew her mother had sent that mist to cripple the White Ship? Aye, it was true. It happened many, many moons before Seren was born, but Morwen oft bragged of the deed. In the blink of an eye, an entire generation was lost, and there were many who claimed it was the sinking of that vessel that doomed England to this anarchy. But Seren knew better. Rather, the cause of their woes was a greedy witch.
What more proof did they need?
With malice and forethought, her mother had sunk the White Ship, consigning their father’s heir to the cold, black depths of the sea. Seren and her sisters also suspected that Stephen was privy to this treachery, and that, moreover, Morwen advised him to disembark the White Ship—which he did, of course, feigning some bellyache. He took another ship, sailing safely to England whilst so many of his cousins perished. And, if that were not tragedy enough, Morwen had murdered the man she’d claimed to love—the father of her daughters. And all the while she’d been poisoning Henry with potions, she’d been whispering venomous words into his nephew’s ear, until Stephen of Blois was well-primed to steal his uncle’s throne. Now she was poised to drive another king mad and replace him with a true despot, someone who took glee in the burning of castles and shedding of blood. Eustace, Count of Mortain, now Blois, was the worst thing that could happen to England, aside from her mother. Put the two of them together, and this would be England’s doom.
Wilhelm moved ahead, whacking at another tangle of vines, and Seren fell silent, contemplating the day’s news.
What did this mean for Elspeth? What could it mean for Warkworth? How did a siege at York fare for those remaining in the borderlands?
Gods forbid, what if David did, indeed, manage to take York? Warkworth would be left well north of David’s southernmost lands. Would Giles be compelled to bend the knee to David? Would the Church intervene? And, if, in truth, it came to all-out war, would Matilda join her son at York?
She swallowed hard, thinking about Wilhelm.
He was made for war, and something about his demeanor gave her every impression he would be good at his job. His wide shoulders gave testament to a lifetime of training. But that scar on his face… it bespoke his vulnerability. How could she ever bear it if anything happened to her gentle giant?
She glanced at the sweet, beautiful man riding beside her, guarding her so jealously. When all was said and done, what would come of their affiliation? Was any sort of alliance between them even remotely possible?
She’d come to know him so well by now that she didn’t like to think of parting ways. But, alas, Wilhelm Fitz Richard was only a bastard—as was she, though unlike Seren, he did not bear the blood of kings in his veins. Wilhelm probably feared he could not provide for her; little did he realize that she and her sisters had lived most of their lives in abject poverty, working hard for every morsel, and returning by night to a cottage with only a crude dirt floor. They shared a single bed together, and no one complained. If, in truth, he could wish her to be his bride, Seren believed she could be happy as the helpmate of a simple man.
Her belly fluttered over the shocking turn of her thoughts.
If Matilda or Henry should recover England, perhaps they would release her dowry? And, if they released her dowry, mayhap she could provide for Wilhelm? It was a fanciful notion, perhaps, but not entirely unreasonable. Amidst the Welsh people, there were many women who married simpler men, particularly in the case of an heiress. Since only men could inherit lands, a wealthy woman could, indeed, marry for love. Nor was every match made for gain.
Alas… what made her think Wilhelm had any desire for her at all? Even now his aura confused her.
Get yourself together, Seren. He is not for you, and neither must you win yourself a champion only because Rose and Ellie found one.
Not every man desires you.
You’re a witch, she chided herself. At least so far as most folks were concerned. No sane man would willingly tangle with Morwen Pendragon over any of her daughters, no matter how fair their countenance—and particularly not a man whose welfare depended upon the good will of his lord and brother.
Turn your heart, Seren.
Turn your heart from this folly, before ’tis too late.
And yet, she knew… she would defy reason to follow her heart. Only realizing how much she’d kept locked inside, she vowed to never again betray herself. And even as she thought it, her witchwind stirred yet again…
A breeze rifled the tree tops, scattering a host of sparrows from their perches. Poplar leaves tinkled in warning.

IT WASN’T long after Lady Aldergh departed that Cora ascended the stairwell to check on the babes. She scolded her daughter for not having informed her at once that the mistress was leaving. Ellyn was not herself today. Only yesterday that girl would have wept blood-tears for having distressed her mother. Today… she seemed distracted.
It must be a boy, Cora reasoned. Ellyn was getting to be that age—sixteen, and more a woman than she would like to believe. With those lovely blue eyes and golden hair, she was naught at all like her father nor her mother. Cora herself was fair of skin, and pretty enough in her youth, but her hair was red, and her eyes, though blue, were never so bright as Ellyn’s. Her daughter would make some good man a fine wife someday, and, she thought perhaps their mistress already had someone in mind—one of Lord Malcom’s men-at-arms.
Thinking about that—about grandbabes bouncing on her own knee—she entered the nursery, feeling ill at ease. The air in the chamber felt strained. One of the babes lay whimpering, and she felt ashamed for leaving them so long unattended. “Ellyn,” she railed. Her daughter was supposed to have traded her shift with another maid. These children were never to be left unattend⁠—
Her heart flipped as she peered into the cradle. Swallowing a lump of bile that rose to strangle her, she stared in horror into the cradle. There was only one child here. Only wee Lachlan’s anguished blue eyes peered up at her, his gaze entirely too knowing for a babe so young. But nay! Why would Elspeth take only one child, not the other?
Her heart pummeling her ribs in fear, she lifted Lachlan, and with the child in her arms, she bolted from the room into the hall. “Ellyn,” she screamed. “Ellyn!” And then, sensing something terrible, she shouted for her steward husband. “Alwin!”



Chapter
Twenty-Five

Wilhelm returned from the bushes to find Seren perched atop her mount, waiting patiently, though with her hands splayed in front of her as though she were examining something resting in her palms. For an instant, he hadn’t any clue what she could be doing, but then, to his amazement, it appeared as though it were raining sideways—but only on her. Every drop of dew from the surrounding trees converged upon her hand, twinkling as they flew, catching sunlight like tiny gems.
A wondrous smile turned her lips. Clearly, she was pleased with the effort. “Did you see that?” she asked excitedly.
“I did,” he confessed, adjusting his trews.
She turned her palm, spilling some of the liquid down the pad of her palm, into the bracken. She grinned. “Art thirsty?”
“It’s all yours,” Wilhelm said, because—God’s teeth—as much as he would love to lap the salt from her flesh, if he dared any such thing, he might never stop. He would lick every inch of her beautiful body and more… and besides, the flagons were still full.
“I’ve been practicing,” she said happily. “I can’t wait to show Rosalynde. She can do better, but I have never quite accomplished this task so easily.”
“I saw her do it once,” Wilhelm confessed, as he hoisted himself into the saddle.
“Rhiannon taught us when we were young, but I was always too afraid to try.”
“Of Ersinius?”
“Aye,” she said. “Though, I don’t know why. That man was more frightened of my mother than we were of him.” She leaned forward to sip the remaining liquid from her palm, then shook her hand free. “I suppose I can thank Elspeth for putting the fear of the Goddess in me.”
“Art certain you don’t need to?” Wilhelm said, inclining his head toward the thicket from whence he’d come.
Seren shook her head, blushing. “Nay, I am fine.”
Wilhelm didn’t press. At any rate, he had no qualms at all over slowing the pace. So far as he was concerned, they could stop a thousand times or linger for days. At this point, every field they crossed, every burn, brought them one marker closer to Warkworth, and while Seren’s mood grew more buoyant still with every mile they traversed, his grew more somber, and he needn’t reflect overlong to know why…
He had waking dreams of taking Seren into his arms, kissing her soundly, then falling to his knees and professing his love. Regrettably, he was no wealthy lord to take such a beautiful bride. His only recompense would only ever be a pat on the shoulder for a job well done, and perhaps a thank you from Rosalynde and Seren. But his true reward—his only true reward—would be the memories he’d made along the journey north, most of them bittersweet:
He liked the way she laughed. He loved the way she smiled. He admired the allegiance she gave Jack. He loved how fearless she could be, and the courage she displayed.
Even now, he couldn’t stop looking into her beautiful silver eyes. Forcing himself to tear his gaze away, he gave his mare a boot, and Seren followed without so much as touching her heel to the animal’s flank, as though she’d compelled the beast, with no physical cues—if this be witchery, he supposed everyone should be that fortunate. There was nothing at all wicked about the skills this woman possessed, and, in fact, it seemed as natural as rain.
All the while they kept pace, she “practiced” again, and again, and Wilhelm fell back to observe. The sight of her was magical, and every time she summoned dew, she was encircled by a halo and rainbow. He didn’t know how she was doing that—attracting water as a lodestone drew metal—but the sight was nevertheless breathtaking—never so much so as the sparkle in her eyes when she turned to find him watching and realized he wasn’t judging.
Actually, Wilhelm might have liked to know how she was performing that trick; it would come in handy. But, for now, he was content enough to wonder, and he thought perhaps that if he lived to be a thousand, Seren would still be a mystery as well.
Over these past few days, they’d grown closer and closer, and the more he learned about her, the more questions he had. In truth, this was the first time in all Wilhelm’s life that he’d found himself thinking of a woman as his friend—not merely the object of his desire. He liked conspiring with her, and he liked sharing meals. He loved their late-night discourse, whispering like youths over a flame with her eyes sparkling with gold.
Bored with the water trick, she turned and awarded Wilhelm with the most enthralling smile, and he moved forward again to ride like a puppy at her side—no doubt gazing at her like a besotted fool, but he didn’t care. He longed for her to know what he felt in his heart, but was terrified to speak the words lest he break this wondrous spell. The very instant he confessed himself, it would become something less than innocent—a thing to be accepted or rebuked, and it was the latter possibility that roiled his gut.
Feeling like an old man before his time, he cast Seren another glance to find her inspecting the woodlands with all the enthusiasm of a child. He wished to God he could share her joy. Even more than her sister was, she was enchanted by fauna and flora, no matter how unremarkable, and even with all her troubles, she took joy in the smallest of things.
“Look,” she said, pointing at the rich carpet of blue that grew along the path.
From April to May, the northern woods were filled with bellflowers, but not so thick as they grew near the Widow’s Tower. “’Tis late in the year for those,” he said, but when she lifted her gaze from the rich, blue mantle, her own silver eyes twinkled, and he found himself wishing those flowers could grace these woods all year long.
“I could fill my purse with the bounty of these woods,” she exclaimed, pointing again, “There,” she said. “Yarrow!” And again. “Wild carrots—but that is hemlock.” She thrust a finger toward a tall, lacy flower as they trotted by. “You must take care with that one. ’Tis poisonous. It can very easily be mistaken. But,” she expounded, “a proper herbalist may know how to use it, and it can be a very good sedative.”
He would do anything to keep her talking… even inquire about things he mightn’t normally care about. “I take it you must be a proper herbalist?”
She blushed again, the deep plum stain on her cheeks complimenting the wintry shade of her eyes. “Not so much as Elspeth, but I try.”
God’s truth, this woman was not at all what he’d supposed, and, if he could be honest with himself, after coming to know her sister, he’d suffered much trepidation over meeting Seren—why? Because, after meeting Rosalynde, he’d sorely envied Giles, and he’d realized even then that if Seren was half the woman her sister was, he might be lost.
And she was more.
And he was lost.
Seren Pendragon wasn’t merely lovely. She was kind and sweet, and humble besides. Even her sister was far haughtier than she was, and if Seren’s temper was ever riled, it was always over the welfare of others.
During their time together, Wilhelm had heard infinite praises for her sisters, and if Seren were to be believed, she was never the expert, always the student, learning diligently from her sisters—Elspeth who was eldest, Rhiannon who was wisest, Rosalynde, who was bravest, and Arwyn… well, understandably, she’d yet to speak much of Arwyn. Her eyes filled with tears when her thoughts returned to Dover. But, from all that Wilhelm could see, the woman traveling beside him had a giving heart, and having watched her with Jack—the gentle way she’d treated him, the sweet words she’d spoken to him—he found himself wishing she could be the mother of his babes.
And that was the entire crux of his mood—not Giles, nor Warkworth, nor even York, or Matilda. It was Seren, and the indisputable way he was beginning to feel about her—phfht, beginning? Truth be told, he had fallen in love with the lady at first sight, and he’d envied his brother desperately. He’d gone into that hall at Westminster fully prepared to despise the woman, and he’d left with a pang in his heart that exacerbated his grief. That night, months ago, he and his brother had gone to some sad little tavern to commiserate over ale, and the entire time he’d sat there listening to Giles carry on about why he must wed Lady Seren—for the good of Warkworth, and no less the good of the realm—all he could think about was punching Giles in the throat.
It was not a feeling he was proud of, and he couldn’t explain it to Giles. It was no wonder he’d leapt to the task the very instant Rosalynde asked him to find Seren, because, even then—months before he’d encountered her in Dover—he could think of little else. And now that he realized how worthy she was of respect he knew himself to be unworthy.
When most women of her station would have had naught but complaints over the bed he’d provided her each night—which was to say, none at all—Seren slept where she could and woke with a smile and ‘good morn’ fresh upon her lips, even despite her travails. Like Rosalynde, she was a soldier and he was proud of her for enduring the journey with so little complaint. If she was hungry, she ate what was provided. If she was thirsty, she drank what he drank, be it water from a brook, dew from a leaf, or stale vin. If she was cold, she made do with the blanket she was given. If she was hot, she spoke not a word in complaint.
As relieved as he was that their journey so far had been uneventful, and that her winsome smile managed to ease any worry over danger, it was still there in the back of his head…
Morwen was still out there, somewhere; he felt her.
The air itself held a certain tension, as though every moment and every mile brought them closer to peril.
Distracting him from his brooding thoughts, Seren giggled. A butterfly had landed on her nose. But, instead of shooing the creature away, she endured it, wiggling her nose to alleviate an itch.
“How long will you suffer that bug?”
Seren smiled. “So long as it wishes to stay.”
Wilhelm smirked, lifting his brow. “You’d better shoo it away. It will lay eggs on your snout, and then what?”
“Snout?” she asked, acting incensed by his description of her nose, and her laughter saved her from having to shoo the butterfly. It flew away, into the bellflowers.
“See what you did?”
“I do. I saved you from being the mother of pests,” he said, and found himself eager to show her his favorite spot with a view of the sea. If she could smile so brightly over a glade full of bellflowers and a silly little butterfly, what else might she say or do over the sight of a thousand damselflies at dawn.
At low tide, Warkworth’s beach was long, with sprawling white sand that stretched for miles. “Have you e’er seen the ocean?” he asked, and then suffered himself a fool. Because—God’s teeth—of course she’d seen the ocean. He’d found her hiding aboard a ship en route to Calais. His cheeks burned like hot coals, and Seren must have realized his faux pas, because she giggled, then averted her gaze.
All told, Wilhelm was ill-equipped to have any form of courtly conversation. It was a struggle, to be sure—and more and more now that he was so painfully aware of himself in the lady’s presence. Quite likely, Seren thought him an imbecile, because he certainly felt like one.
“But, of course, I knew you had,” he dissembled. “’Tis only that the closer we come to Warkworth, the more eager I am to show you my home.”
“I am eager as well,” she confessed, and Wilhelm’s heart tripped painfully. He wished to God he were brave enough to tell her how fond he was of her. “How long before we arrive?”
“Not long,” he said. “If my guess is good, you’ll be seeing your sister afore the sun sets on the morrow.” And rather than twist his lips into a grimace, he forced a smile.

THEY HAD a veritable feast that night—blackberries, strawberries, pignuts and wild carrots, along with a good-sized trout Wilhelm caught by hand.
It was thrilling to watch—the swiftness with which he’d moved, the grace he’d displayed in the hunt.
And yet, now that the fish was prepared to be cooked, he was equally inept at building his fire, working stubbornly with his fire-steel, as he was inclined to do every time.
Alas, the flame refused to kindle, and Seren would have laughed if he weren’t so disconcerted.
For some odd reason, it seemed to her that the ability to start a fire was strongly imbued into the makings of a man. It seemed to be a thing they must master in order to be considered a man, and in truth, she wondered idly if fathers ingrained this fear in their sons. It was something to think about… as she sat munching on a carrot. She wished she could do something to help. And because she wished it so desperately, even knowing her own limitations, she envisioned the tinder igniting, and suddenly, inexplicably, the wood exploded into flames, startling her as much as it did Wilhelm. Blinking, she held the carrot aloft, mouth agape as she stared at the blue flames.
He laughed. “My brows for a good flame,” he said, and then turned to look at Seren with a question in his eyes. “I thought you couldn’t do that?”
Seren’s brows lifted in bewilderment, not only because the conflagration surprised her. It was a blue—as blue as the fire that took the Whitshed.
Witchfire.
“I-I didn’t know I could,” she said, a bit stunned.
Witchwind. Witchwater. Witchfire.
There was no doubt in her mind now that she was aligned to aether, but even so, these were not affinities that were common to dewines, not lest they be Goddess blessed and ordained, which she most certainly was not. Rhiannon was the one who should receive the gifts of a priestess, and nevertheless, she had never once seen even Rhiannon perform this sort of magik.
How was this possible?
Confused by the mystery, Seren shoved the remaining carrot into her mouth and then sat staring into the raging flame.
Truth be told, none of these abilities had ever manifested themselves before Arwyn’s death. Could they somehow be connected to her sister’s passing? Did Arwyn, somehow, convey her abilities to Seren? But nay… Arwyn had no magik. Barely at all. Much to her sister’s dismay, she was never a proper student of the Craft.
So why here, why now?
Twilight passed, and night fell. Night sounds pervaded the air. Once their meal was done, Seren nibbled here and there at her victuals, studying the flames as they slowly cooled from blue to red and gold, casting a burnished light over their immediate surroundings.
For the love of night, so far as she knew, she was not a dewine priestess or she would have been groomed for this from birth. To be a Regnant, there were outward signs—the crossed amber-lit eyes, like Rhiannon’s.
But even Rhiannon was not a priestess as yet. Simply because one had the potential did not mean one could ascend. One must study the Craft over a lifetime and eventually entreat the Mother Goddess. Only with the Mother’s blessings could a priestess be ordained. And, even a fully ordained priestess might not necessarily have the power to manipulate the divine.
Witchwind, witchfire and witchwater, these were all divine elements, and so far as Seren knew, not even their grandmamau had had the power to conjure the extramundane. It was a skill that appeared only once in a thousand years. So why had these new powers manifested themselves to her so suddenly?
“Seren?” Blinking, Seren peered up at Wilhelm to find him watching her intently. His brows lifted. “You must be overtired,” he said. “We should sleep and rise early.”
Seren nodded, but what she really wished for at the instant was to speak to Rhiannon. Unfortunately, she could not mindspeak outside proximity, and, to make matters worse, though she could feel her sisters—Rosalynde and Elspeth—the aether was completely devoid of Rhiannon’s presence.
Wilhelm finished supping and rose, going straight for the blankets, but despite the deepening night, sleep was the furthest thing from Seren’s mind.



Chapter
Twenty-Six

“Here be your victuals.”
The new warden lunged into Rhiannon’s cell, seizing the morning’s plate, still half full, and grousing as he shoved another plate onto her table to replace it.
“Tarry not,” he demanded. “Hands bound or nay, I cannot be leaving plates all night long else ye’ll be sleeping with rats.” Muttering crossly beneath his breath, he turned his back to Rhiannon and rushed back out, though not before casting her a disgruntled glance.
He was new to the job, she knew—here only a week—but already he’d begun to show some pity, and that was the failure of her previous warden.
“She’s vicious,” she’d heard the steward say. “Show no mercy. And if you turn your back on that lady she’ll skewer you with a fork. But if she doesn’t kill you for showing weakness, I will.”
Clearly, Cael d’Lucy was bored with her. He was gone to London now, leaving his cruel-hearted steward to oversee Blackwood’s prison—a tower-full of Welsh insurgents, so far as Rhiannon could determine. If she could, she would free them all, but with the shackles she was wearing—a lovely gift from her mother—she was well and truly helpless. She couldn’t kindle the fire in her brazier, couldn’t summon a spoon. She couldn’t spy on her sisters.
The shackles she wore effectively blocked all
magik—how she didn’t know, but she surmised it must be imbued with some sort of binding spell. Perhaps even the metal itself was inspired. Mercifully, her hands weren’t fettered behind her back, but by now, her wrists were chafed enough from trying to free them that even the simple act of lifting a fork to her mouth pained her immensely.
Alas, no matter how tiny she tried to make her fists, they were well and duly bound. Even so, the shackles were fascinating. For all that it appeared they should be loose enough to slip off, they resisted. It was as though they could anticipate her intentions. So long as she needed freedom to perform perfunctory tasks—comb her hair or shovel food into her mouth—her hands remained loosely bound. On the other hand, the instant she tried to slip free of them, the metal appeared to expand, leaving no room at all, pinching her flesh till it threatened to cut off her blood supply. And nevertheless, she must persist, because she was lost without magik. There was little worse they could have done to her, except murder her sisters. They could have plucked out her eyes and Rhiannon wouldn’t feel so inadequate. Only now she understood what it felt like to be ordinary—no sight, no magik, no ability at all. Frustrated, she examined the manacles again, holding them up to the light, hoping against hope to figure out how they worked.
As far as she could tell… they must be forged with some type of alloy, though even as shiny as the metal appeared to be, they were far too unyielding to be pure. Most of the fused silver developed a patina, and she knew this because she and her sisters had been tasked with cleaning all the silver in the chapel at Llanthony. The purest pieces dented too easily, and therefore the majority of the candle holders at Llanthony were fused with another metal entirely. However, because Ersinius liked to have people believe his chapel was pristine, he’d made them clean the silver with a sour paste made of vin aigre. Whatever this was, it wasn’t that. For even despite that these were ancient—she could tell by the etching—the silver was completely untarnished. And, if you looked closely, there was a small inscription on both wrist pieces, beside the keyholes. The rough edges of the engraving caught the light like small gems. She could scarcely make it out…
Hic est Draco,
Ex undis,
Tenetur in argenteas
A capite ad calcem, tace, et sile
Roughly translated, it meant, “Here be the dragon”—a true dragon? A Pendragon?
The witch Cerridwen was no dragon. Her sigil was the sigil of the House of Avalon, twin golden serpents entwined about the stem of a winged chalice. She was not directly aligned to Uther, only through the marriage of her granddaughter Yissachar. So, then, perhaps this was not a reference to a Pendragon by name, but rather a reference to the sea serpent, in which case, it could be Cerridwen. Many years after she was cast into exile, there were numerous accounts of her resurfacing as a sea dragon.
“Hic est Draco, ex undis,” she whispered.
Here be the dragon from beneath the waves.
Indeed, these shackles must have been fashioned to keep her. But, if so, who could possibly have known she would return from her exile, and who had forged these manacles to bind her?
Bound in silver, from head to toe, silent and still, read the remainder of the inscription. Surely, this must be some sort of a binding spell. Written by whom?
Her grandmamau? Her father? Could Emrys have learned who Morwen was before she’d chanced to poison him? Was that why she killed him?
Or mayhap the engraving was inscribed by yet another hand? Someone who represented the Holy Church? Inexplicably—because these symbols were not used in the Craft—the inscription was bracketed by crosses.
Rhiannon pondered this mystery a while—a possible collaboration between the Goddess and the Church?
Was that even possible?
According to their grandmamau all gods were as one god, born of the same Great Mother. Their priestesses were not unlike Christian priests, who in their hearts and minds were merely closer to God. The tenets of the Holy Church were not so different from the teachings of the Mother Goddess, none so profound as this: Do good, harm none.
Dewines were not typically against the Holy Church, even though huntsmen had slaughtered their people for ages. When Taliesin became the Merlin of Britain—Myrddin in her own Welsh tongue—the Holy Church had reviled him. Loathing his influence over the Emperor, and longing to besmirch his name—or worse, they began hunting his people in secret, using his own bard’s tales to find and behead them or burn them at the stake.
These were the faekind and dewinefolk of legend—those who made their homes in the Summer Isles, even after the drowning of Avalon.
Deep in thought, considering possibilities, Rhiannon was scarcely aware that her gaoler had returned. Hers was typically the first and last cell he visited, and then he wouldn’t come again till morning. To arrive here, it was a long climb from the courtyard.
Shivering, she scooted into the waning sunlight, lifting her face to the sun’s last rays, as though, by sheer will alone, she could absorb its warmth. When the guard thrust his key into her lock, she opened her eyes, willing him without words to rekindle the fire in her brazier.
The man stared back at her, looking for an instant bemused, and she knew her exercise had proven futile.
“’Tis cold,” she complained.
He ignored her, peering over at her untouched plate and shaking his head in disgust. He jerked the key back out of her lock, jiggling the bars to be sure they remained firm.
“My mum had blue eyes, too,” he said conversationally. “But ye won’t live to see her age if ye refuse to eat. And if’n ye cost me my job, as ye did Berwyn’s, I’ll see ye regret it, witch!”
Rhiannon simply wasn’t hungry. She felt hopeless and lost. But suddenly it occurred to her what he’d said, and she cocked her head in surprise.
Blue?
But nay, she was born with amber eyes, and later, when she’d come to an age, one eye turned lazy. She’d suffered taunts for it most of her life. It wasn’t until she’d learned precisely what her eyes meant that she’d found peace with the imperfection. From that day forward she’d devoted herself to studying the Craft, day and night, even defying her eldest sister when Elspeth forbade her. The guard turned to leave, still shaking his head. “Wait!” Rhiannon said, bounding up from the bed, though not to retrieve her plate. “Wait!” she demanded, and again, when it seemed he would leave. “Wait! Wait!”
“Quit your prattling,” the man said, but he refused to turn around.
“Please! Look at me,” Rhiannon demanded. She shook the bars. “What color are my eyes?” Mayhap he simply hadn’t looked closely enough the first time. He must be mistaken.
The guard turned with a frown. “Blue, I said!” And to confuse matters even more, he didn’t bother to cross himself at the sight of her, as most people were wont to do—even Berwyn.
“Wait,” she said when he made to leave again. “May I have that?” She pointed to the empty, metal plate in his hand. If she could polish it, she could glimpse her reflection.
“Nay,” he said, his patience clearly at an end. “Ye got your own. Finish your supping then do what ye will with the plate.” And then he left, abandoning Rhiannon to a quiet so pervasive that she could hear the scurrying of rats in the hall.
But it couldn’t be.
It couldn’t be.
She bounded over to the plate he’d left on her table, picking it up, wincing over the pain that stung her wrists, and flinging off the food, even knowing the consequences. She would go without supping tonight, and despite that, she was undeterred, rubbing the grease from her plate onto her dress, wiping it clean in hopes that she might spy something on the rust-covered surface. Once the plate was scrubbed enough, she rushed over to the waning rays of sunlight, peering into the makeshift mirror.
Blue, she saw. Blue eyes peering back at her. Not amber.
Not crossed.
Blue.
Sweet, sweet Goddess, it was true; she had blue eyes!
With a bewildered shake of her head, Rhiannon dropped her hands, realizing that this was only possible if someone had put a glamour on her as a child—a glamour so powerful she couldn’t even see through it herself. But why?
Crossed, amber eyes were the Mark of the Mother. It was a dominant trait for a Regnant priestess, but it alone didn’t assure ascension; it must be a judgment by the Goddess. And yet, no Regnant so far as Rhiannon knew ever presided over a coven without the birthmark.
Moreover, only one priestess could preside at once, and only one gifted dewine was born to every generation. The Gift could not be passed along until the living Regnant died, or else she was renounced by the Goddess herself. Her father, Emrys, not her mother, had been the Promised One before her, but her father’s gifts were never conferred, because he’d died many years before their grandmother. Therefore, Morgan Pendragon was the last Regnant to preside over a coven, and the Gift skipped a generation, as it sometimes did, because it was Goddess-granted. But though Rhiannon’s ascension wasn’t pre-ordained, she had prepared herself for the Mother’s Gift for most of her life. She had been led to believe it was her destiny—only naturally, since Emrys was her father. But, if she was not born to be the Regnant… who was?



Chapter
Twenty-Seven

During the day, with the sun shining so brightly, and Wilhelm by her side, it was easier to forget her travails.
Now, in the wee hours of the morn, with Wilhelm fast asleep, Seren couldn’t seem to slow the errant beating of her heart. Eyes open or closed, her traitorous thoughts flitted from one worry to the next. Her ears tuned into every sound in the forest: deer traipsing about, squirrels scrambling up trees, the uncanny bark of a fox in the middle of the night—all these things, though they’d seemed only natural before, now held a timbre of menace.
Somewhere out there, her mother was scheming.
Somewhere out there, Mordecai was lurking.
Somewhere out there, the King’s soldiers were gathering for war…
Where are you, Rhiannon?
How she longed for her sister’s counsel.
Rhiannon was the wisest dewine Seren knew. Even when they hadn’t had access to a grimoire of their own, she had created one, filling it with experiments and illustrating it so beautifully. It never once mattered to her that Elspeth refused to convey their grandmamau’s teachings; somehow, Rhiannon was born with the knowing, as though, with her dying breath, Morgan Pendragon had imbued her—and certainly, that must be true, because even before Rhi could talk, she’d understood things the rest of them did not. Betimes she even recalled things that transpired whilst she was in the womb.
For one, she vividly remembered the death of her twin… Morien. In her native tongue it meant ‘born of the sea’ and Seren often wondered what a sixth sister might have been like. One thing was certain: To this day, Rhiannon loathed Morwen for ingesting that potion to rid herself of her babes. Somehow, Rhiannon survived, much to Morwen’s dismay.
And perhaps to their father’s dismay, as well, for no one ever quite knew how to deal with Rhiannon. For so long, no one understood why she’d seemed so possessed, betimes smacking her head fitfully against walls and wailing inconsolably. Only now, Seren understood… she understood, because the only thing keeping her from doing the same was the quiet strength of the man sleeping beside her.
So much as she envied Wilhelm’s restful slumber, his smooth, easy breathing was a comfort to her, because it gave her reason to believe all would be well.
Certainly, if he’d sensed any danger, he would be as wide awake as she, and this was the first night since beginning their travels that he’d dared to rest so easily—now that they were in familiar territory.
Poor Rosalynde, she thought—poor, Rose. Her sister must be suffering as Rhiannon suffered—and perhaps more so, for while Rhiannon never had the chance to truly know her twin, Rosalynde and Arwyn had been inseparable. Arwyn had been her shadow, and though Rosalynde so oft lifted her into the light, Arwyn seemed perfectly content to bask in Rosalynde’s glory. Sighing deeply, squeezing her eyes shut, she tried to remember Arwyn’s face and tears pricked at her eyes because the image was already fading.
They’d spent nearly every waking day together for the majority of their lives, and with only weeks gone since Arwyn’s death, already the finer details of her beautiful face were beginning to dim. It was this, perhaps, that bothered Seren most as the days marched quietly on, but she was equally troubled by the fact that, although her sisters must surely know Arwyn was gone, the how of it would be left up to her to explain. But there was nothing Seren could say to enlighten anyone, not even herself.
She’d failed Arwyn, that much was clear.
She’d left her alone, and somehow, the Whitshed burned. Later today, or mayhap tomorrow, she would face Rosalynde… and what should she say?
The answer to that continued to bedevil her, and whilst there was a short time in Wilhelm’s company that she’d been able to block the tragedy of the Whitshed from her thoughts, now that she was closer to Warkworth, it was impossible to put aside all her questions. Goddess grant her peace, for she could find none on her own.
And then there was this: Despite that she longed to embrace Rose, the thought of arriving now left her feeling bereft, even as it filled her with elation. In the short time since she’d come to know Wilhelm, he’d become her strength as much as any of her sisters were. And yet, the instant they arrived, she would no longer be his concern. His job would be complete, and whatever bond they were forming… it would quickly unravel… fly away, like the windswept silk of a spider’s web.
Shivering again, despondent over the thought, she huffed a weary sigh, pulling the covers higher over her ears and staring at Wilhelm’s sleeping form across the fire.
His aura was dim at the moment, bordering on umber. Together with the soft glow from the fire, their immediate surroundings were awash with a coppery light. She watched intently as his chest rose and fell with his slumber, and reasoned that the past weeks must have taken a toll. Now, closer to home, he was bound to feel more relaxed. To the contrary, she was anxious, confused, happy, sad, frightened, exhilarated—so many conflicting feelings.
If only her situation weren’t so dire, and the realm itself were not in peril… if only she didn’t long so desperately to see her sisters… she would, indeed, find a way to delay their arrival. Dismayed, she turned onto her back, frustrated with the evening’s course. If it wasn’t one thing rattling about her brain, it was yet another—Goddess have mercy.
It was cold, she decided—thankfully not colder than it was in the Black Mountains. In fact, it was far colder there, and she wondered how her sister fared. They took her away that night without even a cloak to warm her. Doubtless their mother would not trouble herself to see to Rhiannon’s welfare. Why would she now when she never had before?
Rhiannon, she called again. And was not surprised when the aether remained silent.
Are you there in that tower… like Yissachar?
Built on the edge of a steep cliff in the Bannau Brycheiniog—the Black Mountains of Wales, Blackwood’s tower was said to rise so high as to be able to glimpse the duchies of Deheubarth, Powys and Morgannwg altogether—so high, in fact, that betimes the Tower of the White Witch was dusted with snow, even whilst the ivy-tangled courtyard below was in full bloom. There was an old song about it. She hummed it softly, trying to remember the words…
Blackwood, Blackwood, there she stays,
Weaving a tale of Avalon drowned.
Dancing forlorn in a white-crowned tower,
Crooning to ghosts through the witching hour.
Blackwood, Blackwood, there she despairs
Fore'er mourning her paradise lost.
Keeping a vigil for ladies and lords,
For dragons on deep, and dread Saxon hordes.
Blackwood, Blackwood, there she remains,
All through the dark and light of day.
Eyes o’ fire, and bright-silver mane.
Summer to winter and summer again.
There were more verses… but Seren couldn’t remember them all. Elspeth used to sing it now and again, though she couldn’t remember if Elspeth learned that song from their grandmamau, or the maid, Isolde, who’d cared for them for a while in Henry’s court. Her brows knit, because she had forgotten that lady. But for some reason her face re-emerged tonight from the depths of her memory.
Isolde… the very first woman to brush her hair… long before Elspeth was old enough to care for them. It was Isolde, in fact, who’d roused them from their beds on the night they’d learned their father’s fate, and it was Isolde who’d escorted them to Llanthony in Wales. But, for all that she’d claimed to love them, she’d handed them over to the priory, then stole away never to return. All lies, clearly.
For that matter, it was also through Isolde they’d learned about the Promised Land—the Summer Isle where dewinefolk lived free, without fear of persecution. It was now a drowned island, inhabited by lost souls. Perhaps all lies as well?
It could be, for it was also Isolde who told them the world was born in fire, and that it would end in fire. She’d also claimed herself a true maid of Avalon, and bade them to keep her secret. To this very day, so far as Seren knew, neither she, nor any of her sisters had ever betrayed her.
Curious how she’d blocked these memories… and curiouser yet that they’d returned to her as suddenly as had her affinity for the divine. She lay puzzling over that, when Wilhelm turned and whispered, “Art awake?”
The sound of his voice gave Seren a little shiver. “Aye,” she said.
“Why?”
“I don’t know. Mayhap, I am cold.”
And it was true, though it was only partly true. There was too much on her mind… and too much in her heart… and, in truth, she could just as easily cast herself a warming spell.
He turned onto his side, peering over at her across the glowing embers, and was silent a long while, then said, “You can use my blanket.”
“Oh, nay,” she protested. “’Tis cold, Wilhelm, and I would not leave you...”
“Seren. I am not so noble as that. You may come lay beside me and we will double them together.”
Seren’s heart skipped a beat—as much for the tender way he’d spoken her name as for this thing he’d proposed.
Share his blanket?
Whilst he lay beneath it?
“I will keep you warm,” he said huskily, and then slid an arm out from beneath the blanket, inviting her over, and Seren swallowed with great difficulty. She held her breath until it grew painful. This was not an invitation to mate, but she was no cretin. She understood well enough what happened betwixt men and women when they lay in proximity… what was more… she found herself longing for such things to happen betwixt them. It was true. It didn’t matter that he was the bastard son of a lowly baron. Nor did it concern her at all that his brother was an executioner for the Church. If she lay beneath his blanket, she could not be held accountable for the mischief her hungry heart would rouse.
Uncertainty kept her still, but her heart urged her to get up and go to him. Sweet fates, she’d been confronted by men of all types, wanting this or that, but never in her life had any man wanted naught—and for that alone, she wanted Wilhelm all the more.
The fire between them burned lower, cooling with the long night, but the fire in her heart reignited.
“If you prefer, I can put more kindling on,” he said. “But I loathe to do that now that we are so close. It would be a travesty if your mother discovered us when we are so close.”
The night was black, with barely a star in the sky.
For days now there’d been no sign of her mother’s ravens. It was all too easy to believe they were alone in this world—no one about for miles and miles. No one to see her weakness…
But she was a Daughter of Avalon; no matter what came of this night, she had nothing to be ashamed of.
Whatever happened was meant to be.
Exhaling, Seren let go of doubts, rising from her pallet. “Thank you,” she said, and gathered up her blanket, then tiptoed over to where he lay.
WITH BATED BREATH, Wilhelm watched her steal over to his side of the fire. He’d been lying there for so long, trying in vain to sleep, acutely aware of every toss and turn she made, every huff, every sigh, and finally, when she began to hum so softly, so sweetly, his heart shattered.
Reveling in the thought of her lying close, he wasted no time peeling back the blanket, scooting over to allow her plenty of room. He’d folded his wool so that half lay on the bracken, the other half lay folded over him. Now, as he scooted over, shortening the half that covered him, he didn’t care. He would sleep with a scrap to cover him so long as Seren lay here beside him. Vowing to hold her, naught more, he would carve this memory into his heart—her scent, her warmth, the silky softness of her skin—and take it with him to his grave.
Settling beside him, she threw her own wool over them both, and said again, “Thank you.” And then she reached over to make certain his legs were covered before settling into the crook of his arm. The gesture was sweeter than he could bear. Not since his mother—God rest her soul—had any woman cared whether he would stay warm through the night. Wilhelm didn’t know what to say. His throat grew tight, and it felt as though someone had shoved a wad of cloth down his gullet, and there it remained.
He should give her more of the blanket, no doubt. That was the reason she’d come over in the first place, but, the feel of her lying beside him fed his starved soul like a thirsty man stumbling from a desert. He couldn’t think to respond. He couldn’t in all his life remember a moment so bitterly sweet… nor any woman whose body fit so neatly against his own.
His heart thumped painfully, and his blood simmered like molten fire through his veins. She turned her bottom just a bit, so that it snuggled against the heat of his loins, and God save his rotten soul, he daren’t move, nor speak—not even to warn her she was playing with fire… a fire that once ignited, would never again be put out.
It was more than he could bear. He put a hand plaintively to her hip, pushing her gently away. “Seren,” he said.
“Nay,” she protested, and then she turned to look him directly in the eyes, leaning so near to his mouth that, for a moment, they shared the same breath.
He could see her pale eyes shining through the darkness, brilliant and surreal.
“Seren?”
WHEREAS MOST GIRLS dreamt of having a husband and babes, Seren had always feared this would never be her destiny. She and her sisters each had dowries, but no advocates for their futures. They were subject to the whims of a king who bore them little love, and if aught at all, he was daunted by their blood—if not because of their father, then certainly because of their mother. Because of this, she had long feared that she and her sisters were destined to grow old together. Not for one instant had she had any affection from her father, nor any from her mother. Her grandmamau was long dead by the time she was born, her uncle Emrys, as well. Isolde had been kind to them, but despite that she was present when Seren was born, at this point, she was only a distant shadow from the past, a sweet old woman whose folk tales had kept them awake at night. As for Matilda and her sons, well, they shared a blood bond, no doubt, and clearly she had a hundred more kinsmen through her father alone. But Wilhelm was the first person aside from her sisters that she had ever felt close to.
Tomorrow their moment might be lost.
“Kiss me,” she begged.
“Nay,” he refused, but then he reached for her. “I dare not,” he confessed, even as he placed two trembling fingers to her temple, sweeping hair from her face.
Auras were so tricky to read; so often Seren could see them as they existed for others, but for the first time in her life, she could read her own, in the arc of their auras combined. It glowed as bright as a flame… natural born, golden-hued and genuine. In that moment, frozen in time, she had a sense of something timeless… something… lasting… something pure.
There were times between times… times when the world itself ceased to breathe… only waiting for a new time to unfold. These were tween times, when the veil between worlds was at its thinnest and the hud was at its strongest. These were the golden hours from whence were born all possibilities and came all promises.
Moved to do so, Seren lifted her hand to Wilhelm’s cheek, and even as she touched him, the trees sang, with leaves tinkling like bells. The cool wind kissed her warm skin, raising the small hairs of her flesh. It was, she believed, a whispered blessing from the Goddess.
“Kiss me,” she dared again, and Wilhelm brushed another curl from her face. The feel of his warm hands gave her a shiver. “Art lovely,” he whispered. “Too lovely for the likes of me… you were born for better things.”
Seren shook her head adamantly. “I am not.”
He smiled wistfully, his big fingers tentatively exploring her face. “You are beautiful,” he argued. “Body and soul. I am a beast. Look at me, Seren. I am scarred inside and out.”
“I see you,” she said, and she did. And she wished he could see what she saw… the beauty and goodness in his eyes.
She could feel his hand trembling in the length of her hair, and she knew he struggled with desire. She had seen that look far too oft in men’s eyes, but never before had she wondered how she could assuage it. She whispered, “You are beautiful to me, Wilhelm.” And she reached up to brush a finger over the scar at his brow, tracing it across his lid, then down to his cheek. To her utter amazement it vanished beneath her fingertips. Amazed by the transformation, she peered at her hand, golden against the firelight, and then, encouraged, she took his whiskered face in both hands, and moved to kiss his brow, taking it as another sign from the Goddess. She was born to love this man.
He was her savior, but she might be his as well, and she sensed he was as alone in the world as she was. Wilhelm needed her as much as she needed him.
Taking a deep, fortifying breath, she dared to slide her fingers down to his breast, exploring the tightness of his leathers, stretched thin by the breadth of his chest. His hand covered hers at once, preventing any further exploration. “Seren,” he said. “You must stop. I have naught to give you.”
Their amalgamated auras burned brighter, until Seren could feel the heat of her own yearning slide though her like liquid flame, calling to her pagan self. Inhaling a shuddering breath, she tilted her woman’s flower closer to the object of her desire, sensing instinctively that if he would only fill her, she could be complete. “Will you deny me?” she whispered breathlessly.
“As God as my witness, I would deny you naught I had the power to give it,” he said, and once again, he brushed a strand of hair from her face, so gently that it might have been naught but a breath, and Seren shivered again, only this time not because she was cold. Nor was she tired. She was wide-awake, heart pounding in her ears.
“You have as much to give me as I have to give you,” she argued, “and I willingly give all I have.”
“Seren,” he protested, only once more, but this time the certainty was gone from his voice. Seren felt his heart pounding so fiercely beneath her fingertips. After an audible swallow, he freed her hand, giving her leave to do as she pleased.
“My heart is mine to give,” she said. “But I have no need to give it to you, Wilhelm. You have already stolen it.”
His brows twitched with confusion, and Seren pressed instinctively closer, inhaling the intoxicating scent of his male flesh—a combination of leather, horse, sun, sweat… and something else… something that teased her in places she dared not confess.
Women were born with a certain intuition. She might not know precisely what should happen next, but she listened to the whisper in her heart… that voice from the Goddess that told her to tempt him a little more. “Speak no more,” she said, brushing a finger over his lips, pressing the pad of her thumb gently against the curve of his mouth.
Wilhelm rewarded her with a lap of his tongue over her thumb and a low, throaty growl, and her heart tripped a few beats. At long last, he bent to kiss her, slowly, tentatively, as though he feared she would flee, and Seren’s heart tumbled with joy as his tongue swept over her hot lips, tasting her, then dipping hungrily within to steal the nectar from her mouth. She moaned with desire, her body responding with a will not entirely her own. He answered in kind, and it was as though some baser instinct took over, their bodies entwining and writhing in a dance as old as time. Unbidden words came to her… from where, she hadn’t any clue.
Freely choose, or choose to be free
“Yay,” she said, as he slid down her body to suckle at her breast even through the fabric of her gown.
“Yay,” she said again as the skimming of his lips and teeth nearly drove her to madness.
Eager for more, she reached down to lift up her gown. “I freely give myself to you,” she said to him, and then she was lost, because he growled again, deep in the back of his throat, like an animal possessed. He shifted to unfasten his trews, his movements deft, never taking his lips from her body… down, down, he slid, until he could press his tongue against the flower of her womanhood. And then, gone was the sweet man she had come to know, replaced with the beast he claimed to be—ravenous and formidable. Shrugging free of his trews, he covered her, and Seren abandoned herself to the moment. Somewhere amidst the chiming and tinkling of the leaves, she heard that voice again, ancient as time:
Bound by destiny, to destiny bound,
Another to one, one to another.
Throwing her head back and crying out in pleasure, Seren wrapped her legs about his waist, drawing him closer.
This is what she was made for.
Come daylight, she might think differently, but here and now, there was no greater purpose in life than this… to love Wilhelm Fitz Richard.



Chapter
Twenty-Eight

Amessenger arrived from Aldergh during the wee hours of the morn, shouting as he approached.
“The babe,” he screamed, leaping down from his mount and hurling himself at the iron-spiked oak, pounding furiously at the gate. “M’lady,” he shouted. “The babe! Admit me! M’lady, the babe!”
“God’s bones, man! What the devil are ye wailing over?” inquired a guard from the ramparts. Peering up, the messenger stumbled to his knees, clasping together his hands, beseeching.
“Please,” he begged. “I must see M’lady of Aldergh, please!” And then buried his face into his hand and wept inconsolably.
The guard hadn’t the first inkling what the man was babbling over, but, clearly, he’d come a long way, looking worse for the wear, and sensing the exigency, he ordered the portcullis raised, and then sent a guard to wake the lady. Within moments, Lady Rosalynde emerged from her marquee in robes, along with her sister, and recognizing the man, the Lady of Aldergh cried out in distress, and bolted into a run, falling to her knees beside the weeping man.
“Alwin,” she cried. “Please! Speak!”
“Forgive me, m’lady,” he said, tears shining in his eyes. “’Tis Broc,” he said. “We thought it was you.”
“Who?” Elspeth demanded. “Who! Please, tell me who!”
“You,” the man cried. “It was you, m’lady! It was you!”

A BLACKBIRD SANG in the treetop.
A damselfly whizzed past her nose.
Not that Seren wasn’t already awake, or thrilled by the prospect of seeing her sister—perhaps even today—but she was loathed to end the moment. So far as she was concerned, the night should have lasted an eternity. Her lover’s breath was warm on her nape, and there was a delicious ache between her legs—not one for which she had a true complaint.
Sheltered within Wilhelm’s embrace, she daren’t even stretch, for fear of waking him. She leaned back against him, and smiled joyfully when he nuzzled her sleepily.
Nude from the waist down, he was still clad in his sherte, but his leather gambeson had found its way into a bush, along with his trews and his boots.
She herself, remained fully dressed, but his hand was cupping her left breast, and her hair, disheveled from the night’s pursuits, lay draped over her face, sticking to her lips.
Stirring lazily, she watched as a bee alit upon a nearby blossom, then changed its mind, buzzing away, only to settle on another.
Wilhelm stirred, every so oft, pecking lazily at her nape, nuzzling his whiskered chin against her tender skin, tickling the flesh of her neck. For the very first time in so bloody long, everything was right with the world, and Seren couldn’t wait to share her joy with Rosalynde. She was no longer a maiden, but what did that matter? Should she have kept her virginity so her mother could sell it to the highest bidder? Or so Stephen could trade her for allegiances?
Nay. She was her own woman, no less so today than she was yesterday.
Freely choose, or choose to be free, the Goddess had ordained.
Well, she could choose both if she so wished, and yet… deep, deep down, she knew she didn’t want to be without Wilhelm. If only he would allow her to try, she would make him a good wife. How could such tragedy lead to such overwhelming joy?
Fate was, indeed, a fickle thing. How was it possible she could lose her heart to the very brother of her own betrothed?
It didn’t matter.
Blinking back happy tears, she watched the fat bee flit from blossom to blossom, suddenly joined by another. The two bees took turns with the stamens, and she smiled contentedly, certain that even bees longed for mates. It was a yearning that called from the depths of one’s soul.
In fact, she was so happy this morning that she daren’t acknowledge the whisper of a warning that threatened to darken her mood. Nothing could spoil this for her—nothing. If pain and suffering must exact tolls, so must joy.
At long last, she felt Wilhelm’s lashes flutter open. “Art awake?” he asked gruffly, his voice hoarse with sleep.
It was the most amazing sound Seren had ever heard—more musical than lyres or harps, far more delicious than tarts or cryspes, more pleasing than a swim in the brook on a bright summer day. “I am,” she said, burrowing her bottom deeper into the roost of his body, lest he so much as consider rising.
In answer, his hand slid across her belly, hooking her between the legs, and pulling her firmly against his naked form. “Mmmh,” he said. “I could wake this way for the rest of my days.”
Seren blushed, her body responding to his touch just so easily. Even as he fondled her intimately, she felt the heat of her desire begin anew, and, for the first time since her sister’s death—and so long before that—she felt a seed of true joy sprouting in her soul.
The truth was irrefutable: Wilhelm Fitz Richard was the love of her heart. She never, ever wished to abandon this glade. Even the bees and damselflies conspired to keep her, whizzing and buzzing a summer song to bewitch her.
“We cannot undo what we have done,” he said, his breath hot against her lobe, giving her a shiver, and when she opened her mouth to agree—and to reassure him—he squeezed her gently, and said, “Shhh... I’ve more to say.”
Seren nodded, very eager to hear it.
“I… I should have liked to have been a better man⁠—”
She opened her mouth once more to speak and he squeezed her to silence her, and said, “I am not done.”
But then, he fell silent for a long, long moment and Seren could feel his lashes fluttering closed as he contemplated how best to continue—and yet, if only he would allow her to speak, she was so sure she could set him at ease.
He should not feel guilty for what she so willingly pursued. She had known very well what would transpire the instant she lay down next to him.
She didn’t regret it for an instant.
WILHELM SIGHED, hugging the woman whom destiny had placed into his arms—a woman of exquisite beauty, both inside and out. How, by the glory of God, he’d been so well favored, particularly at this trying time, he didn’t know. But, here she was, and if she would allow it, he would attempt to provide for her in the way a good husband should provide for his wife. Alas, he didn’t quite know how to put that into words, and he was heartily afraid she might deny him. After all, he had naught to offer, not even a proper bed.
They had been traveling together so long, it was perhaps to be expected they would cleave to one another, but in truth, he should have known better than to pursue anything at a time when she was bound to be so vulnerable.
Later, when they arrived at Warkworth, it was entirely possible she would regret everything… and if she did, Wilhelm would not stand in her way. He could never dare constrain her to a promise he’d exacted in a moment of passion. She was worthy of someone better than him, and… Christ almighty… the more he considered it, the more he knew he was speaking out of turn.
Something like regret soured his gut, diminishing his ardor and softening his cock against her bottom.
What the bloody hell was he thinking?
Disgusted with himself, he huffed a sigh, and said nothing of the sort he’d intended to say. “I am not worthy of you,” he said, yanking the blanket up and over his lap, embarrassed now by his nudity, even despite that he’d never once suffered such an affliction in all his days.
Guilt colored his cheeks, and bloomed hotter when she spun to look at him with those haunting silver eyes—eyes that were somehow both happy and sad… and far too innocent.
He was older, besides—not that it mattered overmuch betwixt lords and their ladies, but one day, when his beard was grey and eyes were cloudy with age, and she was busy sweeping their crude, little hovel… she would look at him then, and truly, she could rue this day.
“God’s teeth,” he exclaimed. She was mourning her sister besides! What in God’s name made him think this beauteous flower could ever be his to pluck and keep? “We should go,” he said, and rising taking the blanket with him.
Seren’s brows collided, and she hurried to fix her dress, her cheeks blooming as pink as a rose.



Chapter
Twenty-Nine

Appoint as a penalty life for life…
burn for burn, wound for wound, bruise for bruise.
—Exodus 21:23-25
Life endures even in stone. Crystals bloom over time. Souls are not affixed only to dying flesh, and there are places, like people, whose allure is as seductive as the glittering silk of a dew dropped spider’s web.
Strangled with brambles, a tower looms before me, sorrow clinging to the edifice like an acrid perfume.
“Come,” it whispers. Wrap yourself in a cocoon of my darkness.
Like a stain of purpled blood oozing from a festering wound, a mantle of bellflowers lies untrampled before it. But these bright, lavender blooms barely conceal the stench of decay that clings to this bog-ridden land.
Cradled within my arms, the child wails pitifully—famished, I must suppose. But I am unmoved. He is but a means to an end—mine or theirs. The simple fact that he bears such a striking resemblance to my brother and my once-born child is without merit, save that I know I cannot kill him with my own bare hands. His smile would stay my hand and his coos would twist my heart…
And yet, remembering another child I spared—a traitor born of my blood—anger spurs me forward. Continuing toward the waiting tower, bellflowers are crushed beneath my horse’s hooves. But that is not enough: Before dismounting, I shrivel the blossoms with a turn of my hand, and in the blink of an eye, that which was alive, is now dead—a carpet of ash florets with smoking heads. Far more beauteous to me. Destruction. Blight. Desolation. Give me these, because they speak truth—not like the lies that pour from a lover’s lips.
Answering my call, a congress of ravens alights atop the tower, familiar voices squawking in greeting. My children, my loves, my ebony-winged champions. Chortling in welcome, I make way to the tower to join them, staining the hem of my gown with ash as I walk.
Someday, I will rebuild my palace so men will be blinded by all that glitters. The land itself will be deluged in a darkness so deep that only my courtyard will brighten the endless night. In a flight of fancy, I envision plucking the sun from the sky, and the moon and the stars as well, swallowing them whole. Oh, yay, vengeance is mine… I shall repay.
When I am through, the realms of men will be inhabited by winged creatures, even as Avalon harbors lost souls. The fae will be no longer. Men will be no longer.
More birds arrive, until every branch of every tree hangs low with the weight of my black-eyed, black-winged children.
Only pausing before I enter, I pluck a pin from my coif, transforming the bejeweled pin into a staff, with golden-eyed serpents. A simple feat. Not all spells require incantations, nor potions, nor brews. Some spells are performed by the will of the mind, no more, no less. To this end, I tap my sacred staff upon the ground, stirring ash into whispery plumes, then circle the tower, speaking familiar words:
Ye who would harm, ye who would maim,
Proceed and face the same.
By all on high and law of three,
This is my will, so mote it be.
Ye who would harm, ye who would maim,
Proceed and face the same.
By all on high and law of three,
This is my will, so mote it be…
Once the circle is complete, I transmute the staff once more into a coif pin and then return the adornment to my hair, before entering the ruins.
Like the exterior, the interior is decrepit, half walls with partial floors, a crumbling stone stairwell. I can see it was meant to be grand once upon a time—a belfry for a church, perhaps? The design is Roman, with rough and rubble walls and putlog holes to provide for wooden platform floors. There are remnants of the old wood, more than enough to burn. Clearly, someone has attempted to restore this place to no avail, erecting scaffolds to restore the floors.
I climb slowly, passing foyers and empty rooms, determining how best to use the edifice to my greatest advantage.
Old wood burns the same as new. I should rouse a fire they’ll spy so far as York. Wouldn’t that be delightful? I shall have an audience of thousands!
After all this time, the belfry is gone, but the roof is sturdy. Once I arrive, I lay down the child atop a small platform, weary of my burden, then wave a hand to bind him.
“Sweet boy,” I purr. “It simply won’t do if you fall.” Removing a small pouch from my cloak, I set it, too, upon the platform beside the child, before unveiling the reliquary. I grin with pleasure at the sight of it—an intricately carved piece of metalwork, made from an alloy not presently known to mortal men.
“Oh, Mordecai,” I say. “Sweet Mordecai.” And I set the reliquary down on the platform as I remove the necklace bearing my athame. With its beautiful obsidian handle, it is an ancient blade, fashioned long, long before I laid eyes upon Avalon. The earth itself gave birth to this gem, and it was cut from the same alloy used in the creation of Caledfwlch. It glows in my presence, absorbing my soul’s energy and reflecting it back. The Church has it all wrong. Caledfwlch does not glow in the presence of evil, nor does it do so in the presence of a dewine. This alloy only burns in the presence of a God.
Caw. Caw.
More ravens settle upon the crenels.
Caw. Caw.
Clearly, my daughters haven’t had the wits to open the reliquary. It remains sealed.
Stupid, stupid girls.
It but needs the same care that must be taken with the Book of Secrets—a drop of dewine blood and pretty words.
With a disdainful curl of my lip, I slash the blade across my palm, taking pleasure in the pain. And then, again, smiling, I turn my hand over the reliquary and speak sacred words.
A drop of my blood to open or close,
Speak now the song of ancient prose.
Shackles be gone, Goddess reveal,
The bonded soul my reliquary conceals.
An explosion of smoke bursts from the artifact—so much smoke that it seems the vial should not have been able to contain it all. And once the smoke clears, I am faced with a man. “Hello, Mordecai,” I say, greeting my old friend.
Mordecai inhales a life-affirming breath, and even as I admire the power of my shadow
magik, his body reforms into solid flesh.
“Mistress,” he says, finding his voice.
He gives a glance at the child, and I say, “There is work to be done, my friend. You will find a horse in the glade. Take it. Deliver a message to Warkworth for me.” I hand him a slip of parchment. “Tell my daughters to bring my Book, and if they do, I will return the babe. If they refuse, I will kill him, and then return to destroy his brother.”
“Aye, mistress, I’ll fail you not,” he says.
“See you do not. Next time… I will scatter your essence to the winds so you will never return.”
“Aye, mistress,” he says dutifully, without a trace of fear, and I know he will succeed. With a black-eyed glance toward the babe, he bounds for the stairs.
By now, more of my sweet children have arrived—my beautiful, dutiful children of darkness.
“Dreiglo,” I say, and all about me, my ravens become soldiers, all clad in fine, black leather and bearing the sigil of my house—not Blackwood, Avalon—the twin golden serpents entwined about the stem of a winged chalice, my grail, my cauldron of cauldrons.
The babe is momentarily startled by the booted soldiers as they go, spilling down the stairs, like cockroaches.
Ignoring the child’s wails, I peer over the crenels… at the circle I drew below, waiting for Mordecai to pass with all my soldiers. The instant they are clear of the circle, I whisper, “Llosgi.” The circlet ignites.
No one may trespass now, lest they cross with my book. The Book of Secrets is the only passage they will have. If anyone steps through that fire, even so much as a toe, they will be consumed. I watch with glee as Mordecai finds my horse, mounting the beast. He puts a heel to the animal’s flank, and I note he still bears a telltale tail, black as the darkest night. Pointed and pliant, like a serpent, it twines about the horse’s tail as I settle to wait… after all, long after mortal flesh has withered to dust… here I will remain.



Chapter
Thirty

Worrying her hands, weeping at intervals, Elspeth paced the marquee all the while Rosalynde stood by, feeling helpless.
There were plans to be made; however, without knowing precisely what Morwen intended, it was impossible to respond accordingly. Already, they’d dispatched riders to find Malcom—wherever he could be—to inform him of his son’s abduction. More messengers to Aldergh, only to be certain Elspeth’s Lachlan is safe, as Alwin claims. As for the steward, the poor man, he is disconsolate. He has returned to Aldergh with an escort to ensure he arrives safely.
If, indeed, Morwen had Elspeth’s babe, she must be somewhere nearby, but where?
Why would she take one child, not the other?
Did she plan to keep Broc?
But nay… this was not their mother’s way. Morwen loathed children. Her own daughters were a testament to this fact. Even before Llanthony, she’d employed an army of maids to care for her children, and even whilst in the same room with them, she’d barely ever spared them a glance or a word. She was not a woman inclined to nurture, and she would never be a doting grandmother.
What did she want with that child?
“I should not have left,” Elspeth sobbed. “I’m a dreadful mother. Malcom will never forgive me—gods forbid, I’ll never forgive myself!”
Rosalynde hadn’t the first inkling what to say under such dreadful circumstances, but it tormented her to hear her sister blaming herself.
“You did all you could, Elspeth. You warded that castle. You left the children in capable hands. You had no cause to believe our mother might infiltrate Aldergh.”
Elspeth cast Rosalynde a dark look, her face twisting with anger. “I told you she is wily! I told you that nothing was safe from her—now, my sweet babe is gone!”
There was naught Rosalynde could say.
She knew her sister was beside herself with worry, and she wasn’t herself. Much as Rose longed to calm her, she began to pace as well, worried beyond measure.
They sent another rider south to locate Giles. And yet another to King David, in hopes of enlisting the Scot’s king’s aid—one last time though it was doubtful David would ride to their rescue, when he had no hope of turning Warkworth’s allegiance. And nevertheless, it was worth a try. Rosalynde was ill-prepared for war. Even after all these months, Warkworth was not ready. She was not a commander-in-chief, and what was more, she had no inkling of her mother’s true powers or what her role should be in defeating her—but if only Rhiannon were present.
Rhiannon would know what to do.
Elspeth continued to pace disconsolately.
“If you wear yourself out, you will be of no use to your son.”
“Quiet!” her sister snapped. “I cannot think for all your prattling.”
Rosalynde frowned. She had said so little until now. Even so, she refrained from pointing that out, giving her sister leave to say or do as she would. It was not every day one lost a child. Morwen was not kind. Nor was she merciful.
Alas, hope was a luxury they did not have, and even so, hope was all they had. Foremost in Rosalynde’s mind was the day they’d watched their mother strangle a poor maid who sat begging for her life.
“Lady Rosalynde,” inquired Edmund, her steward, eyeing Elspeth sympathetically as he parted the tent to enter.
“What is it?”
His gaze was dark, sidling first to Elspeth, who barely acknowledged him, and then to Rosalynde. He gave her a nod, and she rose from her seat to follow him out the door. Poor Elspeth barely noticed.
“What is it?”
“We have a visitor,” he said darkly.
“Did you bid them enter? Should we dare?”
He shook his head. “Nay, m’lady. I did not believe you would wish it.”
“Who is it?” she asked, but even as she did, tendrils of fear rippled down her spine.
Edmund swallowed visibly, lifting his brows. “He calls himself Mordecai. He said you would know him.”
Rosalynde’s eyes widened. “Mordecai?” she asked. But nay, nay, they slew him back in the woods. Mordecai was her mother’s Shadow Beast. “Art certain, Edmund?”
“Quite,” he said, and then he handed her a slip of parchment. On it, lay scribbled eight terrifying words:
My Book for the child. Or he dies.
The parchment was unsigned, but it was not by Mordecai’s hand the note was scribed. She knew her mother’s script well enough to recognize it. The letters were etched so deeply into the parchment that it bespoke her fury. She wanted the Book, now, or she would kill the child. Rosalynde knew her mother well enough to know the consequences of defying her. But, deep in her heart of hearts she knew they needed the grimoire to defeat Morwen. And yet, if they kept the Book of Secrets, they would condemn the child. The babe would suffer the consequences. On the other hand, if they conceded the grimoire, Morwen would have one more powerful weapon at her disposal.
All hope of defeating her might be lost…
It was Edmund who gave voice to her deepest fear. “Even if you return the Book, there’s no guarantee she will return the child unharmed.”
Neither was Rosalynde certain anyone who faced Morwen would live to speak of it.
And still, there was no doubt in her mind: She could not live with herself if her decision brought about the death of her nephew. Nor would her sister ever agree to abandon her child. Rosalynde would not defy a mother’s wish. So, it seemed they had no choice. No choice at all. Together, they must face that demon, come what may.
“Where is she?” Rosalynde asked.
“The Widow’s Tower. In Holystone Wood, west of the nunnery. Even if you leave now, m’lady, you’ll not arrive till the sun rises on the morrow.”
Rosalynde nodded, her eyes stinging with unshed tears.
Mordecai.
White-hot fury coursed through her. “If that beast so much as attempts to enter my demesne, loose your arrows!”
“He is gone,” said her steward.
Gone? Was he so certain they would concede the Book?
But of course, he was. They were dealing with Morwen, and Mordecai knew what they knew… she would kill that boy if they refused her. He was her mother’s servant in every way, canny as she was.
“Gather a retinue,” she demanded. “Find my sister a good set of leathers and a worthy sword. We ride at once.” She turned on her heels to go inside to inform her sister.
“Lady Rosalynde,” pleaded her steward. “You must wait until m’lord returns!”
“Nay, I’ll not,” she advised the man. And then she said it again, more to bolster her own resolve. “I will not!”
She was a dewine. A Child of the Goddess. A Daughter of Avalon. She would take the sword Giles gave her and put it to good use, and she would ride as the Queen of the Iceni once rode—with fury in her heart and vengeance in her soul.

SEREN HAD GONE WILLINGLY into his arms, only because she’d believed Wilhelm held some measure of affection for her. How could she have been so wrong?
But nay, she was not wrong. He was a stubborn fool, because it wasn’t possible to feign what she’d spied in his eyes and felt with his touch. She had gone her entire life without falling prey to such temptation—not even when that handsome Thomas Becket came to visit with an endowment for their priory. She’d caught his eye, no doubt. But Seren had never even considered being alone with the man. He was pretty enough, and as most pretty young lords did, he’d coveted her body, but when the time came to speak from his heart, he hadn’t had a word to say. What was more, he hadn’t actually wished to hear a word from her, expounding endlessly about how a good woman should mind her father and her Church and tongue. She’d only wished she could turn him into a worm, not unlike what she wished to do to Wilhelm right now. Only, in her fury, she decided to take an example from her sister Rosalynde and speak her mind.
“Did I not please you?”
He didn’t answer, and Seren insisted he address her. “Wilhelm!”
His cheeks bloomed—perhaps as brightly as hers—and he suddenly seemed to have great difficulty looking her in the face. In her anger, she gave her horse a heel and urged it forward, forcing Wilhelm to fully acknowledge her.
“You did please me,” he said finally, scarcely looking at her. “More than you can imagine.” But he spoke through his teeth, and she could see the knob rise in his throat.
Seren’s eyes stung with unshed tears. Goddess save her; she could feel the same stirring in the aether that called to witchwater—but nay, she would not give Wilhelm the satisfaction of knowing how much he’d upset her.
“Seren,” he said, shaking his head—but why? To deny her?
Already today, they’d come a long way without speaking. Only a good hour ago he’d confessed how near they were to Warkworth.
Soon she would see her sister, and tomorrow he would scurry away, like a puppy with his tail between his legs. And then, her heart would bleed even more than it was bleeding already. What did he believe he was doing? Saving her from him? Or him from her?
Seren was desperate for him to address the issue.
“Why would you ruin everything? Do you regret what passed between us, because I do not. You’re a foul-tempered man betimes, and you’re a crude bore. You eat as though you’ll never see another day, but I do not regret giving myself to you, Wilhelm Fitz Richard!”
He reined in his horse, looking at her with a tilt of his head and furrowed brows. Then, without a word, he slid down and came to her side, peering up at her with an intensity that unnerved her.
“Say it again,” he demanded.
Seren winced. She had a terrible feeling that she’d pushed him to his limit and if she repeated her imputations, he might drag her off her mount and put her over his knee to spank her… and still, she dared—only softer this time, with a bit less anger. “You’re a foul-tempered man, a crude bore, and you eat as though you’ll never see another day—’tis all true, Wilhelm, but I don’t care.”
“Not that,” he said with a frown. “All the rest.”
“What rest?”
“Will you make me say it again myself, because if I do, it won’t mean so much, Seren.”
Suddenly, a smile tugged at Seren’s mouth, realizing what it was that he wished for her to repeat, and for all that he was glaring at her so ferociously, she recognized the flare of hope in his warm, dark eyes. She lifted her chin, repeating, “I said… I do not regret giving myself to you.”
“And have you? Because ’tis not your body I truly desire, delectable though it may be.”
Lifting her chin, Seren answered his question with a question of her own. “Do you think me a wanton? Because I am not,” she apprised him. “And if you dare imply ’tis so, I will box your ears.”
He grinned, then tugging her down from the horse, pulling her into his arms. “I must advise you; I am no man to be trifled with. Nor do I relinquish my belongings once they are given, few enough that I possess.”
He was holding her so jealously now that she could feel the length of his manhood stabbing her in the belly. The very feel of it stole her breath.
“I am no man’s chattel,” she apprised, though without heat. Because in truth, she feared she belonged to him as thoroughly as she could belong to any.
Shocking her, he reached down to lift up her dress in broad daylight, then slid a finger into her most private region and Seren startled over the warmth of it, shuddering with delight. Only this time, there was no tenderness in his touch, and he groaned deep back in the back of his throat when he found her damp. His eyes grew heavy-lidded and he walked her slowly backward to a nearby tree, gently putting her back against it, and looking her straight in the face.
WILHELM HAD HAD ENOUGH.
He’d let her blister his ears all morning long, calling him this name and that name, never truly understanding why he’d abandoned their discourse this morning.
He was in a quandary, because he had nothing to give her—naught that belonged to him. He only wished to save her from a fate she couldn’t yet see. And still, she would prefer to accuse him of perfidies than to see what it was he was trying to do—spare her from a life with a man who could give naught but his heart.
Once again, with meaning, he reached down to lift up her gown—only let her think him crude; he didn’t care. Simply because he’d bedded her, he would not constrain her to a fate she didn’t want. If she denied him once they returned to Warkworth, he would fully support her and take their secret to the grave, but she should know once and for all that it was not some gentle lord she would tempt.
He desperately craved the taste of her on his lips, and the instant he found the bud of her woman’s flower, he felt her knees buckle and caught her.
Undaunted, Wilhelm thrust a finger between her woman’s lips, then lifted it to his mouth. His tongue lapped the taste of her from his fingers, and he groaned again, deep in his throat, savoring the delicious tang of his beautiful flower.
Watching him, Seren gasped aloud, her look akin to horror, and he narrowed his eyes, his lips curving wolfishly.
“This is what you court if you continue. I am not a courteous man, Seren. Nor am I gentle-born like Giles. I haven’t the manners of a pretty lord, nor can I bestow upon you gold, or gowns. I am a crude bore, as you say.” And only to drive home his point, he slid his finger back into his mouth and lapped it with relish, like a dog with a juicy bone, all the while never releasing her startled gaze. And when he was done, he asked, “Has any man ever tasted you this way? Ever?”
Wide eyed, Seren shook her head. She opened her mouth to speak, but he silenced her once again, dropping his hand down and lifting her skirt again, so his fingers could seek her soft curls. There, he drove his fingers into her mons, tugging gently. “I do not share,” he said, with meaning, but there was no threat to his gesture. Rather he wanted her to remember everything he had done to her last night… all the liberties he’d taken, and he would do it all again, right now, in plain sight of God and anyone else who might wander by. Holding her firmly against the tree, he dropped to one knee, bowing beneath her gown, and then with relish, he lifted his tongue to press against her flower bud, as he’d longed to do from the instant he awoke with the taste of her upon his lips and her arse snuggled so intimately against his cock… and every second of every minute thereafter.
SEREN WHIMPERED WITH PLEASURE, her eyes glistening with unshed tears—not because she was sad, but because she longed to hold him this way forever.
Everything he was saying, everything he was doing… it was utterly shocking. Certainly, this was not the way a lord treated his lady, and yet, it was… so… so… very… delightful… and he was telling her true. He was not gentle born. She reveled in that fact, somehow knowing instinctively that no pretty lord would dare what he was doing.
“I do not share,” he said again, the heat of his breath on her mons, as his tongue dove again into her body, suckling from her as a bee would the nectar from a flower. And then, she couldn’t stop herself; she tangled her hands into his hair, and said, “You’re a lout, Wilhelm.”
In answer, he chuckled darkly against her curls, and slid his callused hands about her bottom, pressing her closer for the onslaught of his tongue, lapping and suckling in turn, and finally, he lifted himself, and dared to kiss her—right on the mouth!—sharing the most shocking taste on his lips…
It was outrageous, appalling, intemperate, delicious, disquieting, bewildering, brutish, crude…
“Say you are mine,” he demanded.
Seren trembled. She could not find her voice to speak, but she nodded anyway, and he growled with satisfaction, somehow managing to unlace his trews and dropping them to the ground as she delighted in the finger that danced so boldly inside her body. And then, once again, he was bare from the waist down—without any shame—his trews tangled about his ankles. And, with a guttural moan, he angled his hips down, and up, impaling her where she stood, and Seren gasped with delight, drunk with pleasure as he filled her with soft, silky heat. Her head fell backward against the tree, and she let him have his way, lifting her beneath the knees, and guiding her legs about his waist. He held her firmly against the tree, stroking her body from within, and this time, there was naught gentle about their loving. It was hungry and greedy, and when Wilhelm was done, he looked at her with a grin on his face, and said, “I hope you enjoy gruel; that’s all I’ve got to feed you.”
It wasn’t true, Seren knew.
He was, indeed, a lout, because he’d already provided far more for her than she’d ever had in all her life. But what he hadn’t done this time was satisfy her completely. Even their loving last night had left her with a glimpse of something… something maddening… something that promised… more. She tilted her hips again to tease him and said dreamily, “I am still hungry,” and to that, his grin widened, and, inconceivably, he hardened. Again.
As Seren offered her neck to be ravaged, waiting to be fulfilled, the wind lifted, swirling leaves.



Chapter
Thirty-One

It was the worst possible turn of events.
Giles was gone. Wilhelm hadn’t been seen in months. Warkworth was vulnerable, and Rosalynde hadn’t any choice but to empty their garrison. Perforce, she would leave a few good men to defend the castle, but there was nothing more critical than the battle she faced right now, and she was ill prepared to wage it.
To make matters worse, somehow Mordecai had survived the ordeal in the woodlot, and she knew he would be there, fighting by her mother’s side. The very thought of facing that creature alone put a tremor in her belly.
So much depended on the outcome.
It had been months now since she’d last met her mother and so much had transpired since that day. She’d known very well that Morwen would never take the loss of her grimoire lightly, and that she would stop at naught to see it returned. Even so, she’d never once considered that her mother would endanger an innocent child.
Anticipating the battle to come, she dressed herself in the chainmail her husband had given her—hauberk, chausses, tunic and gauntlets. She offered Elspeth a suit of boiled leather, as well as a mail coif, knowing her own armor would never fit. Elspeth was shorter than she was, but the babes had put a bit of weight on her and the chainmail wouldn’t stretch. Alas, she would have preferred to see Elspeth better protected. She was a mother, after all, and had another babe at home to return to, but because she was a mother, there was no way Rosalynde could ever hope to keep a sword from her hand.
Besides, Elspeth was the eldest of her sisters. As such, there was little chance of telling her sister what to do. Elspeth was hardheaded. She was also furious, and at the instant, Rose pitied anyone who stepped in her sister’s way.
Once they were armored and well-armed, the sight of Elspeth left Rosalynde awed. With her red-gold hair, and her bright blue eyes glinting with vengeance, she reminded Rosalynde of their mother. Save for the color of their hair and eyes, Elspeth and Morwen shared the same features. She had never quite noticed the startling resemblance before now, and it was no wonder Elspeth’s servants had beckoned her inside. That’s the only way Morwen could have trespassed against Elspeth’s warding spell. She would have had to have been invited, and for that alone, though he didn’t fully understand, Alwin was despondent.
About an hour after Mordecai departed, they received a message via homing pigeon: Even now, David and his men were traveling south to York. Malcom was said to be among them, but Giles was not.
Considering the circumstances, communicating by pigeons was not at all propitious, but there was so little time to waste. With all due haste, they’d dispatched yet another bird, with the intent of informing Malcom of their travails. As of yet, they’d received no response, but neither had they anticipated hearing before their departure, nor could they wait. Rosalynde only hoped that with fifty good men, they would have some small chance against Morwen. If luck be theirs today, Eustace would not be with her in Holystone Wood, and she would not have his army by her side. Alas, even if she did, there was no way to avoid the conflict.
My Book for the child. Or he dies.
The very sight of those words had left Rosalynde sick to her belly. Sensing how important the Book of Secrets was to her mother’s plans, she preferred not to hand it over, but again, they had no choice. Unfortunately, even if they managed to successfully negotiate for the return of the child, Morwen would still have won, because she was sure to use that grimoire to ensure their doom in the end. These were troubling times, and they could use all the help they could get. In light of this, while awaiting word from Edmund that the warriors were prepared to ride, she and Elspeth slipped into her marquee, joining hands in prayer.
“Mother Goddess hear our plea,” Rosalynde whispered. “Dark be the hour, but you hold the key.”
Elspeth joined her refrain. “Guide us now in your light, from darkness we flee. By all on high and law of three, what be your will, so mote it be.”
There was no more to be said.
Their fate was in the hands of the Goddess, and England itself would rise or fall according to the outcome.
Tears sprang to Elspeth’s blue eyes, and Rosalynde’s eyes stung. Even together, they were ill-equipped to face their mother. Where, for the love of night, was Rhiannon?
THEY RODE OUT BEFORE DUSK, a company clad in silver, led by the Pendragon sisters, armor winking against a waning sun. They had but thirty miles to go—twenty as crows flew, but they were not crows. They rode swiftly, but no matter how swift the pace, it was impossible—as Edmund predicted—to arrive at the Widow’s Tower before sunrise.
The ruins were not approachable by road. They must circle around peat bogs said to be greedy enough to swallow a man whole, and then re-enter Holystone Wood through the Lady’s Walk. From there, it was another league or two traipsing over dry land.
A well-equipped cavalcade of fifty, they traveled all night long, and at long last, when the tower appeared on the horizon, the sun was beginning to rise, still sweltering enough to boil flesh in the confines of Rosalynde’s helm.
With a gasp of distress, she drew off the helm, shoving back the coif to consider the battlefield and the best course of action…
The tower itself where Morwen was said to be keeping the babe was not so impressive, save that it was impossible to believe such an edifice had remained standing for so many decades, much less centuries. The structure seemed as ancient as Avalon, surrounded by a mantle of black ash—as though the entire premises had suffered a fire.
A cacophony of bird cries filled the air. Nearly every tree within a half-a-mile radius was laden with shrieking birds.
Worse, Morwen had lit a circlet of blue fire to keep her enemies from the tower—witchfire, no doubt. Barred by that fire, it was only possible to breach by air, and the last time Rosalynde looked, she didn’t have wings to fly, and neither did Elspeth.
But that wasn’t what gave Rosalynde the greatest pause; it was that army of black-clad soldiers standing outside the circlet’s perimeter, three rows deep—hundreds at the ready to do her mother’s bidding. Her fifty-odd soldiers were no match for this army, not even with the help of witchery, and even the simple boon that Mordecai was nowhere to be seen was only small comfort.
Fear prickling her flesh, she stood watching from the shelter of the woods, wishing to the Goddess that they had more men. So, it seemed, they’d underestimated Morwen.
Yet again.
“God’s teeth,” exclaimed Edmund, bringing his mount forward to advise Rosalynde. “She has an army of mercenaries.”
“Nay…” Rosalynde said. “They are not mercenaries.”
She swallowed convulsively, recognizing the sigil. She had never once laid eyes upon that seal in person—at least never emblazoned upon armor—but Rhiannon had illustrated it so oft that the image was etched upon her mind. It was also writ upon many of the pages in the grimoire.
“Those… are…”
Elspeth shook her head quickly, warning Rosalynde without words to remain silent, because these were no common soldiers. No matter that their husbands had accepted them and their legacy, most men were still unprepared to know their dewine secrets. Loyal steward though he might be, Edmund was but a simple man who’d served the old Lord of Warkworth—a mortal man with mortal expectations. He was unprepared for the truth. Sweet fates, neither Rosalynde nor Elspeth were prepared themselves. But there was no denying what their eyes revealed… these men they would face wore the sigil of the House of Avalon—the twin golden serpents entwined about the stem of a winged chalice… the sacred cauldron some would call the Holy Grail.
But how… how was this possible?
Avalon, and all its denizens was long vanished from this realm. Now, who was Morwen Pendragon to claim them?
The question sent a frisson of fear down Rosalynde’s spine. Elspeth’s, too. Their bellflower gazes mirrored the same questions. The answers brought a new fear: Clearly, there was much they did not know about their mother. She had forces beyond their knowing at her beck and call. And nevertheless, her eldest sister remained stoic, prepared to do battle for the return of her son.
So, too, was Rosalynde.
It would serve no one for either of them to fall to their knees in despair. But what now? She swallowed a growing lump of fear, turning to regard her loyal steward.
“Remember your lessons,” he said grimly. “You can do it, m’lady. Stay in the saddle, boots in the stirrups. Maintain the advantage of height. Swing wide, but not so wide you cannot reclaim your sword. ’Tis heavy and will wont to fly. Use both hands. I will guard your back.”
Rosalynde gave the elder man a nod, grateful for his vote of confidence, and, more, his willingness to fight beside her, and still… she was paralyzed with indecision, hot tears pricking her eyes.
Goddess help her, even if she issued the command, they could advance no further than the circlet. She had never had an encounter with witchfire, but she knew it to be deadly. The very instant the intense blue flame ignited, it was impossible to extinguish, even with water. In fact, according to legend, Taliesin taught the Greeks to create a similar conflagration from naphtha and quicklime. Greek Fire, they’d called it, and like witchfire, it ignited on contact with water. Whatsoever it touched—with even the tiniest spark—burned until consumed. Though, unlike witchfire, Greek Fire was an invention of the natural world and could be extinguished with some effort. Both burned with that same intense blue flame, but if the circlet had been born of Greek Fire, by now, it would have spread into the surrounding woodlands. Nay, this fire was not naturally made. Rosalynde had no doubt in her mind… it was witchfire, and she hadn’t any clue how to fight it.
But even if they could find some way into the circlet, they would first have to battle their way through Morwen’s black-clad soldiers—all of them afoot, though armed to the teeth. Their armor shone black as raven’s wings.
The surrounding woods were rife with dragonflies and midge flies. The stink of molder and mire filled the air. A smoldering miasma wove itself through the aether—so thick in places that Rosalynde’s dewine eyes could see it clearly.
“What is this place?” she asked.
Edmund frowned. “The only thing I know for certes is that the tower is cursed. Moons ago a lord dared claim this land. They found his bride prone beneath the tower. Every year, the meadow surrounding it springs to life with her favored flower. And every year, the bellflowers creep further and further afield, as though she would still claim these lands in the name of her lord. No sane man will ever again claim these lands. Not even King Henry would count it among his Royal Forests.”
It was a queer place… overgrown with brambles all choking the trunks of nearby trees. Lichen and moss grew, but not only on the north side, on the south side as well—as though the very laws of nature were circumvented here.
The place was made stranger still by the profusion of birds squawking and gawking from the branches.
Shivering, Rosalynde peered again at her sister. Elspeth’s lips quivered, but Rosalynde restrained herself from reaching out to comfort her.
They had both heard of places like these—portals to the Nether Realm, like fairy glens. They were inexplicably perceptible when you stumbled across one, because the hairs of the nape stood on end, and the air held an unnatural chill. And yet, here, the sun shone brightly, glittering off bits of what appeared to be coal.
“How far lies York?” she asked.
“More than twenty leagues.”
Rosalynde’s shoulders fell with resignation. It was not possible to send another messenger to see if Malcom had received their message. And while it was certainly possible to travel the distance from York in a single day, it didn’t seem possible for Malcom to plead his case to David, then travel all the way back in time to meet them here.
Still, she prayed. To any god or goddess who would listen.
In the meantime… fighting their way into the tower didn’t appear to be a wise option… therefore, they must negotiate… and pray to the Goddess their mother would honor her part in the bargain.
Swallowing another knot of fear that rose to choke her, Rosalynde fingered the pommel of her sword. Even at this distance, it had begun to hum in response to her mother’s proximity. “You have the Book?” she asked Elspeth.
Elspeth nodded, flicking a glance at her sword. “It’s glowing,” she said softly.
Rosalynde gave a single nod. “Is there aught at all in that Book to aid us?”
Elspeth shook her head.
Desperate for something, anything, Rosalynde asked, “You spoke words at Aldergh without knowing them beforehand… can you do it again?”
Elspeth shook her head. “I only spoke what the Goddess told me, but I do not hear her now.”
The sisters turned their gazes to the tower, each whispering silent prayers to the Goddess, knowing full well that her intervention was not a given. The Goddess worked in mysterious ways, bending only where it served the spirit of the age. Such as it was, one lone child might not merit the altering of fate—not even for dewinefolk.
Soft and haunting, a melody drifted from the tower… rising in crescendo until it reached their ears… a familiar song… an echo of their youth…
When thy father went a-hunting,
A spear on his shoulder, a club in his hand,
He called the nimble hounds,
‘Giff, Gaff; catch, catch, fetch, fetch!’
The tune lifted on the fetid breeze, impossibly loud, and nevertheless quiet as the scurry of a mouse.
“She’s here,” said Elspeth, shuddering. And even as she uttered the words, Morwen’s dark-clad army shifted in formation, parting to form a path to the circlet.
Heart pounding with fear, Rosalynde waited to see what Elspeth would do. It was her child; the decision must be hers.
Lifting her head, Elspeth pushed back her shoulders, accepting their mother’s invitation. Her sword hissed as she withdrew it from her scabbard and rode forth, eyes bright with vengeance—bright and blue as the fire girding the tower—leaving Rosalynde to follow.

THE PATH GREW NARROW NOW, with wild carrots growing thickly beside a meandering trail. By now, Seren’s bottom ached, so did her legs. She felt like a court jester who’d turned summersaults for the King. By the blessed cauldron, she never knew there were so many ways to have relations; Wilhelm must have learned every one as thoroughly as he had the use of his sword—not only the one in his scabbard. The very thought made her cheeks bloom again, but she sighed contentedly.
“How far did you say we must ride?”
With a lazy grin, Wilhelm asked, “Art complaining already?”
Seren laughed softly. “Nay, I am not.” She eyed him meaningfully. “I would but know. Thanks to you, yesterday’s pursuits have left me… disadvantaged.”
He chuckled low, the rich sound of his laughter lifting her spirits as few things could do, considering the circumstances.
Soon enough, she would face Rosalynde, and what could she possibly say to make amends? Even after contemplating the Whitshed night after night, she hadn’t the first inkling what had happened back in that harbor. Mulling it over again and again, she recounted the day as meticulously as she could. She’d gone to see a courier with Jack. They didn’t linger going there or back. Forsooth, she wasn’t even gone very long. By the time she’d returned, that ship was already consumed.
“Art thinking of your sister?”
“I am,” Seren confessed. As of yet, over the course of these past few weeks, they’d barely spoken of the ordeal.
“There was little you could have done differently,” he suggested. “Except perish with her… would you have it that way, instead?”
Seren shook her head. “Nay,” she said. “I would not.”
Not the least for which she would never have known Wilhelm. She cast a glance at the man she had begun to think of as her Goddess-given champion, watching him as he ripped off a length of dried corned-beef—a gift from the sisters at Neasham.
“Thank you,” she said, again. “Were it not for you, ’tis certain I would have been returned to my mother’s keeping.”
His lips curved ruefully, as though he felt guilty over the events of these past few days, and she only meant to reassure him. “Wilhelm… if I had a thousand lives to lose, I would entrust them each to you.”
His dark eyes twinkled with black humor. “Aye, well, you have but the one,” he advised, and averted his gaze.
Seren sensed that, no matter how many times she spoke to the contrary, he would blame himself for stealing her maidenhead. And, in truth, there would be consequences to pay for this, but Wilhelm stole nothing. Furthermore, she would never regret it—not even if she lived to be a thousand.
She frowned then, remembering that dewinefolk were hardier and lived longer than most. Her grandmamau was seventy when she died more than twenty-two years ago. Her forbear, Yissachar, was said to have lived to be two-hundred and twenty. Morwen? Goddess only knew. Would she grow old enough to watch the man she loved die in her arms? It was a sobering thought, but however long she lived, Seren could never regret loving him, and she vowed to be a better mother than Morwen was—and suddenly, she found herself grinning, peering up at Wilhelm, realizing, only for the first time since their consummation, that she could, indeed, be carrying his child. She put a hand to her belly in wonder.
Oh, sweet Arwyn, she said silently, shifting from a high note to a heartrending low.
Would that you could know him.
Wishing with all her might that she did not feel such intense joy over an occasion that was born by her sister’s tragedy, she peered up into the sky, and it was then her eye caught a formation of birds in the distance… black birds… ravens… thick as smoke…
The tiny hairs on her nape prickled.
Only once before had she seen them fly like that, mimicking the ebb and flow of smoke… as though reveling in the burning. Another mass of birds swooped in, then another… all of them diving into nearby trees, and the closer Wilhelm and Seren rode in that direction, the louder their squawks.
Seren could tell by Wilhelm’s expression that he’d spied the birds as well. “Morwen,” he said with a note of trepidation, and Seren’s eyes returned to the skies.
THERE WAS nothing in the natural world that could draw so many ravens all together.
Unwilling to leave Seren behind and unwilling to ride ahead, Wilhelm led them through the woods, along the Lady’s Walk.
Alone, he might have been far more inclined to take chances; but he was not prepared to endanger the woman he loved. Aye, it was true, he loved her. Now that he understood something about his own true heart, he realized he’d never loved Lady Ayleth at all. That was affection, and perhaps lust, but not at all the same sort of longing he felt for Seren.
Now, the possibility that her mother was near filled him with dread down to his bones, because, this time he realized beyond a shadow of doubt, if he lost the love of his heart, he would never endure another day without her.
He would perish with grief.
The Lady’s Walk was said to have been forged in the first days of Christianity by the Lady of Rothbury. Nearby there was a small pool where St. Ninian was said to have baptized Christians. Her husband meant to build a church to claim these ancient lands in the name of his faith. He managed to construct no more than a bell tower when his wife’s body was found limp by the door. Now, even when the woods grew thick enough to throttle the trees, the Lady’s Walk always remained passable. By far, it was the easiest pass to Warkworth, up until you reached the meadow with the tower. From there, they must return to the lower bogs, but they were not the first to traverse this path over the past few days. He spied the evidence cast at their feet—hoof prints made by fifty or more horses.
Following the path with some trepidation, they emerged near the tower. And there, in the meadow, he spotted the glitter of chainmail. Dismounting, thinking to leave Seren only an instant whilst he assessed the situation, he froze, recognizing the sigil of his house.
These were Warkworth’s soldiers.
Swallowing with trepidation, he recognized his brother’s wife at once, her glorious red-gold mane unbound, and his brother’s glowing sword in her hand. Before he could speak to warn Seren, she, too, slid from her mount and rushed toward the clearing.
“Rose,” she shouted. “Ellie! Rose!”



Chapter
Thirty-Two

After everything she had endured—after losing Arwyn—nothing in this Goddess-given world could keep Seren from her sisters. Never had she been so relieved to see two people in all her life. She would know them from leagues away.
“Rose,” she called, her eyes stinging with unshed tears. “Rose!” Only belatedly, she realized something was terribly wrong.
These were not all her sisters’ soldiers. Armed in black, some stood staring, like statues. They did not even acknowledge her when she approached.
“Seren!” exclaimed Elspeth, sliding from her mount, and coming to embrace her, eyes red-rimmed and feverish, as though she’d been weeping for days. Her cheeks were high with color—anger, Seren realized.
Bright, burning anger.
Rosalynde, too, alit from her mount, only after re-sheathing her sword. She cast her arms out in greeting, but the reunion was short lived. Explanations were hurried: Their mother awaited inside that tower with Elspeth’s child. In trade for the boy, she wanted the Book of Secrets. Rosalynde herself had brought fifty armed soldiers—but altogether they were not enough to challenge Morwen’s army, so she’d commanded them to stand down and stay back.
Seren’s eyes widened with fright as her gaze alit upon the grimoire in Elspeth’s hand—that ancient tome Rosalynde herself risked her life to steal. Even despite the risk of returning it, they intended now to return it, save that the circlet of witchfire was impassible. Though none of Morwen’s dark soldiers had so much as moved to prevent them from attempting, the sisters each understood the danger of attempting it.
“How did you find us?” asked Rose.
“The birds,” said Wilhelm. Rosalynde met his gaze, and the two embraced as a rich, peal of laughter resounded from the tower.
“Oh, my,” said Morwen, excitedly. She was holding Elspeth’s babe in her arms. “How fortuitous!”
The hiss of metal stole through the glade as Rosalynde unsheathed her sword. “Give us that child!”
Morwen ignored the threat. “’Tis too bad Rhiannon and Arwyn cannot join you.” She chortled again, clearly amused. And then, before anyone could respond, she dangled the child out by his arms. The baby began to wail, kicking his legs in fright, and Elspeth gasped.
“My Book for your beastly child,” she demanded. “Bring it to me now or I will cast him into the flames and you will watch him burn to his bones, like your grandmamau.”
“Nay,” Elspeth begged. “Please!”
Unmoved, Morwen laughed, and Rosalynde put a hand to her sister’s arm. “Stay strong, Elspeth. We will get him back.”
“Alas,” Morwen continued. “So much as I enjoy our reunions, I must fly away, and since I do not trust a single one of you deceiving bitches, if I must choose one to bring me that Book, I choose Seren.” Her black eyes glittered like tourmalines as she hoisted up the wailing child and returned him to the cradle of her arms. “Only one may pass with my Book.
The Book is your passage. But for one,” she repeated. “If two dare attempt the crossing, the second will burn.”
Wide-eyed, Seren peered again at her sisters.
Rosalynde said, “She believes you to be most malleable, Seren.”
Of course. Whatever her mother demanded, Seren always did, if only to keep the peace. She was, indeed, the most biddable of her sisters. Only Morwen hadn’t any clue what she had endured since Dover, nor what she’d learned since Arwyn’s passing—nor could Rosalynde or Elspeth possibly understand. Only there wasn’t time to explain. “I will go,” she said, holding a trembling hand out for the Book.
Neither of her sisters dared argue.
Tears slid down Elspeth’s cheeks as she nodded, offering Seren the Book, her eyes glinting with gratitude.
“Nay!” said Wilhelm, with a voice like thunder. “I’ll not allow this!”
Prepared to argue, Seren turned to face him, but he surprised her by seizing the grimoire from her hand, then bolting toward the circlet.
“Nay, Wilhelm,” she screamed. “Nay, stop!”
Still as stones, Morwen’s soldiers did not prevent him from passing and Seren held her breath as he slipped through the circlet, unharmed. She watched with bated breath as he marched toward the tower’s entrance, and nearly fell to her knees in despair.
Sweet fates!
She would have gone after him, but Rosalynde and Elspeth held her back. “Let him go,” Rose demanded. “Let him go!”
“Nay,” cried Seren. “Nay… she’ll kill him!”
“’Tis too late,” said Elspeth.
Indeed, it was.
Too late.
With the Book in his hand, and without a backward glance, Wilhelm vanished into the tower… and just at that instant an arrow flew from the tree line, passing through the circlet, embedding itself into the arch above the door.
Gasping in horror, Seren turned to find Morwen’s ravens shrieking, taking flight from the boughs of nearby trees.
Thinking it was her men, Rosalynde commanded them. “Stand down, stand down!” she said. “Stand down!”
But the arrows kept coming—one whizzed past Seren’s temple. She avoided it only because she turned to look at the tower entrance.
Too late.
Morwen’s army sprang to life, drawing weapons. Only it was not Warkworth’s men loosing arrows. An army of mail-clad soldiers poured into the clearing from the woods. They came mounted, bearing David’s golden lion standard. It was David of Scotia, and realizing they had reinforcements, Rosalynde shouted, “To me! To me!”
Warkworth’s soldiers gave a united war cry and rushed into the fray.
Her heart beating with fear, Seren was left with no weapon at all, confused, surrounded by tramping hooves, flying missiles, and swords.



Chapter
Thirty-Three

It was all Wilhelm could do not to piss himself as he sprinted through the roaring wall of blue flames. He didn’t give himself time to think about the consequences—nor his fear.
Not Warkworth the morning after the burning, nor Ayleth, with her twisted burnt body. Not the reek of smoke, nor the stench of scorched flesh.
In his wake, he left the sounds of battle—the clash of metal and shouts of “To me! To me!”
God save them, he thought. God save them all.
If not for the child, he didn’t care what happened to him, but there was no way in bloody hell he would let Seren face her mother. Clutching the Book in his hand, he bolted up the stairs, losing his footing twice before realizing he must ascend as close to the wall as possible.
Even then, the stones could scarcely bear his weight.
The tower was ancient, fallen to decay, the stone stairs crumbled beneath the heel of his boots.
Sunlight sluiced through the roof, pouring into the interior, highlighting the dust motes he stirred; the more he disturbed, the more it billowed like smoke—and that was nearly his undoing. His heart pounded painfully as images of Warkworth once again accosted him—Lady Ayleth, with her skin charred and peeling away, her limbs twisted from the fall into the motte; his father, his brother and sister, burnt skin sliding off bones. The reek of death stank the air, caked into the hairs of his nostrils… even now, the remembered stench made his stomach roil.
Keep going, he commanded himself. Keep going.
For Seren, and her sisters.
Keep going, he commanded himself. Keep going.
For his father and his brother and sisters.
Keep going, he commanded himself. Keep going.
God help him; if he’d taken another instant to consider his actions, he might never have crossed that circlet of fire.
Even now, he imagined the stench of his own burning flesh, felt the heat of it eating through muscle and bone, and the smell revolted him.
Keep going, he commanded himself. Keep going.
It was all his imagination. His skin wasn’t afire. Nothing was burning—nothing but that circlet. Somehow, the Book itself was like an amulet. His clothes were untouched. He was whole. His clothes were untouched. You are whole.
Keep going, he commanded himself. Keep going.
It was true; little in life frightened Wilhelm so much as fire, but more than fire, the thought of Seren meeting the same fate as Lady Ayleth.
His nape prickled with fear, but he had no regrets—not even now as his legs faltered over the strain of the climb.
Mindful of the Book in his hand, he lost his footing again. He stumbled and fell near the top of the tower, nearly dropping the Book. Hanging by one hand, he grunted in pain. A lesser man would have fallen, but he had more weight on his body than most, and the strain was unbearable. Keep going, he commanded himself. Keep going.
Somehow, he managed, with blood-stained nails, to claw his way back up and continue up the stairs. Keep going, he commanded himself. Keep going.
Sweating and exhausted, he felt Morwen’s presence before her saw her—that same feeling he’d had on the day after the burning—a darkness that unsettled him to his marrow.
Keep going, he commanded himself. Keep going.
His boots found purchase where they could, and with his free hand, he groped at the stone, pulling himself up the last few feet, wondering how in creation she’d mounted this stairwell with a babe in her arms.
Keep going, he commanded himself. Keep going.
Laughter resounded from the rooftop—hideous peals of raucous laughter, and suddenly she began to sing, her voice, sweet as a siren, bouncing off stone—bouncing and bouncing, so it felt as though she sang to him. Keep going, he commanded himself. Keep going.
Her voice came from his right, from his left…
When thy father went a-hunting,
A spear on his shoulder, a club in his hand,
He called the hounds,
‘Giff, Gaff; catch, catch, fetch, fetch!’
She was evil incarnate, he thought. How could she croon to that child whilst the world burned around her? Keep going, he commanded himself. Keep going.
At long last, he scaled the final steps and faced her, and it was impossible not to stand in her presence and not feel terror. She loomed larger than life, somehow peering down at him, though he stood taller than most men. The look on her face was both gleeful and disdainful at once, and when she spoke, he could feel the rumble of stone.
“The arrogance of men,” she said in greeting. “Wilhelm, Oh, dearest Wilhelm. Did you truly believe you would defeat me when my daughters cannot? You are no more than a toad!”
Wilhelm’s brain focused on the cacophony surrounding them—the ceaseless shrieks of birds, the battle cries ringing in the distance, the clang of steel against steel. Morwen must have guessed at his thoughts, for she smiled. “Alas, you may have suffered your worst fears for naught.” She bounced the babe in her arms, greedily eyeing the tome in his hand. It grew heavy as solid steel in his hand.
“Intemperance will be the undoing of men—you are rash and thoughtless,” she declared. “But I shall, indeed, give you the child, and you may descend to find yourself surrounded by carnage—not unlike the day you returned to find Warkworth in ash.” She smiled thinly. “Of course, you know, I did linger that day,” she confessed. “As you must have sensed. I felt you,” she admitted. “I spoke to you—and, oh, how I reveled in your pain. I had a bird’s view, if you please.” And she laughed again, still bouncing the babe.
It was all Wilhelm could do not to rush at her and pummel her face as he would a man’s. Fury mounted inside him, overtaking his fear. “Take the Book!” he demanded, thrusting it out to her, refusing to give her the satisfaction of reliving his worst nightmare. “Give me the child,” he said. “Or, by God, I will strangle you with my own hands.”
He might try it anyway, he thought, though he knew beyond a shadow of doubt this woman was not of this world. If he opted for vengeance, he and the child would both die.
She laughed in response to his threat, and then, it happened like a dream… She leaned forward, her body fluid, spilling the child into his arms, somehow seizing the Book at the same time. It was an impossible feat that left him blinking in confusion. “Fool,” she whispered in his ear, and the single word was filled with glee.
She drew the Book to her breast and closed her eyes victoriously as he heard a sudden explosion below, the roar climbing higher and higher. One glance down revealed more of that bright blue flame wending its way upward, burning the tower from below.
Wilhelm stood, frozen. God help him, there was nowhere to go. Without the child in his arms he might have taken a chance, diving into the flames, but he would never risk the babe… and yet, if he stood here doing nothing, they would both perish. “We had a bargain,” he screamed.
The witch answered with a slow, conniving grin. “So we did,” she said, and without another word, she transformed herself before his eyes into a creature not unlike the one he’d spied in the woodlot south of Whittlewood and Salcey. Leaving only plumes of smoke, she burst from the tower with a peal of laughter, taking the Book with her and leaving Wilhelm alone with the child.



Chapter
Thirty-Four

To Seren’s dismay, the circlet began to spread inward, as though the tower itself had inhaled the flames. It burned so brightly the entire glade lit with that strange blue light. “Nay,” she screamed. “Nay, oh nay!”
With the battle raging all about her, she rushed toward the circlet. “Rhiannon,” she screamed. “Goddess, please! Help me! Somebody, help, please!”
No one came. No one answered.
Her sisters, astride their steeds, wielded their weapons against Morwen’s army. Rosalynde moved through the melee with her glowing sword drawn, striking down everyone in her path. Her steward remained at her back, dispatching all she missed. Elspeth too had been swept into the fray, fighting for her life, swinging her blade and shouting words that came to naught.
By the power of earth, fire, air and water, my Goddess, I beg protection.
By the power of earth, fire, air and water, my Goddess, I beg protection.
Seren whirled again to face the tower. She had no weapon in her possession—nothing—but her fury raised a storm that shook her mother’s birds from nearby trees. With cries of protest, the birds launched into the swirling wind, into the fray, pecking furiously at the heads of allied soldiers.
Crying out in fear as they came for her, with their beady eyes and bloodied beaks, Seren peered at the tower through blood-stained hands, praying to anyone who would listen.
Bring him back.
Goddess, please, keep the child safe.
Even as she watched, something black erupted from the tower, roiling like smoke, unfurling wings as it soared skyward.
As suddenly as the battle was engaged, it stopped.
Morwen’s soldiers vanished.
It happened so swiftly no one could be sure what transpired. Like their master, her soldiers shapeshifted, then took wing, pursuing their dark angel. But the tower itself was still aflame, burning so brightly that the stone glowed like the metal of Rosalynde’s sword. Second by second, the flames licked higher, higher, tendrils reaching out through each window it passed, spreading so swiftly Seren hadn’t time to think, only feel…
“Nay,” she screamed. “Nay!”
Morwen had betrayed them. She had fled with the Book, leaving the love of her heart to be consumed by witchfire.
Wilhelm would not survive it.
The babe would not survive it.
Her throat thickened with emotion. The first tear came unbidden, and with it, came a single drop of rain. Another tear, and another drop, and within an instant, came the deluge. Only Seren understood what it was… and she knew because it was not the first time.
Witchwater—witchwater, pure and true. Witchwater to put out the witchfire.
“Wilhelm,” she sobbed, and in speaking his name, she only wept harder. The wind rose, gripping trees, as dark clouds swept over the clearing, converging over the tower—black as night, only with a silver lining that shone as bright as the sun. Every soldier… every man bearing witness… re-sheathed his weapon. Bloodied, and battle weary, they stared with mouths agape as little by little the glittering rain began to extinguish the fire, putting it out, lick by lick by lick.
Seren fell to her knees, her fingers grasping at sodden ash. She was only vaguely aware that Rosalynde and Elspeth had come rushing to her side—Elspeth only waiting for the circlet to vanish, so she could rush into the tower to find her child.
Rosalynde whispered with a note of awe, “Witchwater.”
Indeed, it was.
Indeed, it was.
Indeed, it was.
Turning up her palm to catch the glittering droplets, Seren wept and the storm raged harder, washing away the coat of ash from her palm.
“True love’s tears will save the newborn prophet,” Rose whispered softly, but Seren hadn’t any clue what her sister was talking about. She didn’t care about prophets or prophecies. At the instant, she didn’t care about anything at all except Wilhelm and the babe. He came marching out of the tower and Seren’s grief turned at once to joy.
Elspeth’s babe was cradled in his arms. The child wailed as Seren wailed, flailing his arms about.
Elspeth rushed to greet them, her arms reaching desperately for her child.
Swallowing her relief, Seren’s heart hammered like thunder. Her eyes inspected Wilhelm greedily—his dirty, sooty, red-flushed face, his arms and legs in one piece. His beautiful dark eyes met hers and clung to her, even as Elspeth embraced her baby, stealing him away.
He was alive.
His eyes only for her, Wilhelm strode to Seren, arms open wide. He caught her in an embrace, kissing her soundly. She clung to him, tasting the salt of her own tears. “I love you,” he said, tearing his mouth away, and she wept. “I love you more than life, Seren. Be my wife!”
Without question, Wilhelm Fitz Richard, bastard son of Richard de Vere had risked his life for her. He’d faced her mother so she wouldn’t have to. His love burned brighter than any witchfire. The truth was plain for everyone to see. In that instant, as he waited for Seren to speak, it seemed that the very breath of the world waited as well.
The babe was alive.
Wilhelm was alive.
Morwen and her soldiers were gone.
The fire was doused.
“Yay,” she whispered. “I will marry you.” And she kissed him again, as every man and woman in the glade erupted with huzzahs. Even surrounded by the carnage of battle, the sight of two lovers kissing lit the glade with another fire entirely… the light and flame of hope and love.



Epilogue
WARKWORTH CASTLE, JULY 13, 1153

Seren and Wilhelm were wed at Warkworth on a warm, summer morn, with Rosalynde and Elspeth and their families in attendance. The ceremony was modest, presided over by a priest, with vows spoken again in private to honor the Mother Goddess.
Young Jack was delivered to Warkworth and spent a month with Seren and Wilhelm before boarding a ship to Normandy. Escorted by an emissary of the Church, he returned to his mother in Calais, vowing to return to England when he was old enough to avenge his father.
No word ever arrived about Rhiannon. No matter how oft they entreated the King for news, Stephen refused to answer their pleas. They only knew she was still alive because Giles had a spy in Stephen’s court. However, nobody anywhere knew where Morwen had gone, and the longer her absence, the more Seren feared she was out there… scheming.
Four years had passed since the Battle at the Widow’s Tower, four years to the date. Having split his army to ride north to Elspeth’s defense, David mac Maíl Choluim forfeited York; during the Battle at the Tower, King Stephen slipped into the city to fortify its garrison, forcing David to withdraw his remaining troops. His debt to Elspeth was paid in full.
As for King Stephen, his Queen Consort was dead—perished of a fever at Hedingham a year past. Now, he sat alone on his stolen throne, and despite having retained York, the bishopric did not go to Stephen’s choice. There was a new Pope now, and Stephen would see his nephew reappointed. But though it was possible he would succeed in that endeavor, the new Pope still refused to consecrate Eustace.
Empress Matilda was no longer the favored candidate for succession. As the true and rightful heir to England’s throne, by virtue of his father and his grandfather, the Vatican would see twenty-year-old Duke Henry crowned instead, and they would employ any means to see it done, including engage the Papal Guard. Once again, tensions were escalating.
Early this past January, Duke Henry returned to England with a modest army, taking the King’s castle at Malmesbury.
In retribution, Stephen intensified his long-running siege of Wallingford. Now, even as Rosalynde, Seren and Elspeth sat conversing in Warkworth’s solar, Stephen’s own brother, Henry of Blois and the Archbishop of Canterbury were aligning forces to broker a treaty for peace. Giles himself rode south to help with the negotiations and Malcom rode north with David to quell unrest in the northern shires.
Fortunately, the castle at Warkworth was complete and fully girded—so much so that Malcom had brought his wife and three children to await his return.
And despite the aggressions, they gathered at Warkworth every year on this date to hold a memorial for Arwyn. The timing was perfect, and Wilhelm, for all that he was bastard-born, was now Warkworth’s warden, with a place at his brother’s side. Dressed as befitted a proper lord, he came sauntering into the solar, stopped to give Elspeth’s twins a tip for swordplay, then went straight for his wife, with the sole purpose of offering his lady a kiss—on the lips, no less. Shockingly crude, with little decorum, but everybody knew he was bastard-born. He left again without a word, though not before casting the sisters a backward glance, and a wink.
“That man is besotted,” said Rosalynde, smiling, resting a hand on her increasing belly.
“Entirely,” said Elspeth. “I should wager he’ll return within the hour for another.”
The sisters all laughed, and Rosalynde said, “Alas, Elspeth, it seems we are widows and Seren is the only one with a living husband.”
Seren smiled. “Malcom and Giles will return soon,” she consoled her sisters. And yet, she knew well enough that “soon” would never be “soon enough” for her lovelorn sisters. Certainly, if the case were reversed, it would not be soon enough for her. She was eternally grateful Wilhelm’s duties kept him safe at home.
“Broc!” rebuked Elspeth. “Do not strike your brother!”
“Mother, please! We are learning to be proper warriors,” said Broc, who was too young, at five, to even handle his wooden sword. And nevertheless, he tried. The make-do weapon swayed as he held it aloft, and his brother held a curled fist upside his own head. “Uncle Wilhelm said we must practice,” Broc explained, his pale brows colliding. “See, mother, he’s already recovered.”
Chin stiff, and brows furrowed, Lachlan nodded in support of his elder twin and rose.
“Of course, you must practice,” agreed Elspeth. “But, really, Broc, must you be so violent? And please, do not play here in the solar,” she demanded. “You will wake your sister.”
The boys shared a meaningful glance, then darted from the room both together; only Broc stopped to peer back at them as the wee babe threw up her hands in fright and began to wail. Broc grinned then, and vanished into the hall.
“What a terror,” said Seren. “Defiant to his soul.”
Rosalynde asked, “Did he wake her apurpose?”
Elspeth shrugged, wearied by her son’s antics. “Who knows? He reminds me so much of Rhiannon,” she said. “Draw a line in the sand and forbid him to cross it, and he will wait until you’re watching to do so—and with a grin, no less.” She sighed. “But then again… everything reminds me of Rhiannon these days.”
Elspeth settled her babe, rocking the small, wooden cradle that had been gifted to Rosalynde for her coming babe. “I long to know how she fares. Surely, someone somewhere must know…”
Seren’s sisters were both blessed with new babes, though Rosalynde’s was yet unborn. Lachlan and Broc had welcomed their little sister with gleeful smiles, and despite that Broc seemed to like to harry his mother, he adored young Arwyn more than words could say. His admiration was there in his eyes for all to see.
Seren, on the other hand, had yet to conceive, but not for lack of trying. She knew in her heart it must be because the Goddess had something else in store for her… what that could be, she didn’t know. But… it was a feeling she had.
Frowning, her thoughts returning to Rhiannon, she turned to look out the window, and started at the sight of a lone black bird seated upon the sill—a plain old crow, not a raven, but, before she could remark upon it, a knock sounded upon the solar door. “My lady,” said a maid. “There’s an auld woman here to see you.”
Seren blinked, peering back at the window to find the bird gone.
“She says her name is Isolde.”
“Isolde?”
“Isolde!”
“Isolde?”
All three sisters spoke at once, but Seren was up before Elspeth could snatch her baby from the cradle. Dropping her needlework, she rushed for the door, trusting that Rosalynde and Elspeth would follow. Neither she nor her sisters had seen that woman in a score of years, and the last time Seren so much as thought of her was that night before Wilhelm asked her to marry him.
They found the old woman seated alone at one of the lower tables in the great hall, kicking her toes against the rushes. She rose to greet them when they approached and sat again without being asked to, almost as though she couldn’t find purchase on her tired old feet. Seren peered down to find her legs spindly and twisted, not unlike that of a bird’s.
“Isolde,” she said very warmly, leaning to embrace the old woman where she sat. It didn’t matter that they hadn’t seen her in so many years; Seren remembered her kindness.
As her sisters greeted her as well, then chatted, she ordered sustenance for their unexpected guest, and as they waited, Isolde apprised them of the reason for her visit. She’d come to advise them, somehow knowing they would all be in residence at Warkworth.
“Gird your loins,” she warned, crooking her finger at Seren. “The time has come! Even now, the King’s son begins the end-time prophecy. She will return now, and only Caledfwlch will stop her.” She leaned forward, looking Seren straight in the eyes, emphasizing with great meaning. “Only you can imbue that sword.”
Seren’s hand lifted to her breast in confusion.
The old woman nodded. “Sweet, sweet Seren… by now you must realize your sister Rhiannon is not the Promised One.”
Seren felt herself grow dizzy over the woman’s words.
“When you were a babe,” Isolde explained. “Not more than two, I realized what you would become, and I bound and glamoured you.”
Seren peered up at Elspeth, standing close with the child on her hip, brow furrowed.
“A trick of the eyes,” the old woman continued, brushing a hand through the air as though to remove a veil.
Elspeth’s mouth gaped. So, too, did Rosalynde’s, for in the wake of Isolde’s flourish, Seren was changed.
“Sweet fates!” Said Rosalynde, with as much confusion as Seren felt. “Your eyes… they are…” The woman waved her hand yet again, and her eyes were again blue.
“How is this possible?” demanded Elspeth of the crone. “Rhiannon is the one whose magik was strongest. I do not understand!”
“Indeed, Rhiannon’s magik is powerful,” agreed Isolde. “But not because she is Goddess-blessed. Rather, she is blessed by your grandmamau with the hud powerful enough for three.” She held up three bony fingers. “I knew your mother would keep the Promised One close, only to slay her if she manifested the power of the divine, so I glamoured Rhiannon’s eyes as well.”
Rosalynde narrowed her eyes. “So what you’re saying is that you endangered both my sisters’ lives by altering the color of their eyes, only to keep my mother from knowing who the true Regnant should be?”
The old woman sighed. “Alas, ’tis true.”
She straightened her back. “And what would you have had me do? Allow your mother to murder the one-true Regnant? Do you believe I am the only one to have contrived sacrifices?” she asked, and then answered her own question. “But nay.” She addressed each of the sisters in turn. “Rhiannon, too, contrived, and so did Arwyn.”
“The fire,” Seren whispered, somehow understanding what it was the old woman was saying.
“Aye,” the lady confessed, turning again to regard Seren, spearing her with ice-blue eyes. “She had a visit on the morning of the fire, and your sister sacrificed herself so you would remain free. You will be the Regnant, Seren.”
Gasps of surprise followed her announcement, but neither Seren nor her sisters could form questions, so shocking was the proclamation.
“You were aptly named,” said Isolde. “In our tongue, as you must know, Seren means star, and little did your mother realize that the “star” she gave birth to was the Regnant she should fear—you and only you, and if not you, then no other in this day and age. But now you must earn your laurels.”
Somehow, though the old woman’s words offered more questions than answers, Seren understood…
Everything she already knew confirmed it; everything she didn’t know came rushing forth, like a torrent.
Since that day at the Widow’s Tower, she and Rose and Elspeth had many times pondered her newfound abilities. None of them could find any good reason to explain them.
It was her witchwater that put out the witchfire at the Widow’s Tower, and no other means could have doused it.
“I don’t understand,” said Elspeth.
The old woman ignored her two sisters, speaking only to Seren now. “You must find your true self. Only then will you find your answers. Seek yourself first, then imbue Caledfwlch with the power of the divine.”
Her gaze moved to Rosalynde, and she said, pointing a finger quite vehemently. “That sword is no longer yours to wield. You must give it to your sister. When the time arrives, only she will know what to do with it.”
The old woman then smiled cannily, peering up at Elspeth, and said, “There are mysteries in life we are not meant to learn, Elspeth Pendragon.” She wagged a finger. “You must guard your boys. ’Tis not over, and it will not be over until the Queen of Avalon is restored to her throne. But the sea will not keep her.”
“You speak in riddles!” Elspeth said, annoyed. “What⁠—”
“Hush, Elspeth. Remember the sigil on the livery of Morwen’s soldiers?” Elspeth nodded, and Seren said, “Let the woman speak.”
The old woman gave Seren a grateful nod, and then continued, “I was her student before she understood she was my teacher. Only now you must realize… she is no daughter to Morgan. She is the Witch Goddess who sought the prophet’s doom. It was your own mother, the child, who summoned the Lady from the Lake, and your uncle Emrys who opened the door.”
“How?” asked Rose.
“Blood magik,” the woman hissed, and she placed a finger to her lips. “Blood magik so hideous I dare not speak it. But the how of it you must not long to know. Only know this, Daughters of Avalon; once she realizes her mistake, she will return for the child. He is her doom.”
The woman then narrowed her ice-blue eyes on Elspeth. “He will not be the one to close her eyes, but once she is vanquished, it is he who holds the key to keep her from the realms of men.”
“My son?” asked Elspeth.
“The fair one,” Isolde said with a nod. “He is the Merlin reborn, and if you doubt me, then see for yourself; he bears the birthmark at his⁠—”
“Nape,” said Elspeth. The woman nodded. The birthmark had been covered since he grew his first wisps of hair.
“The divine symbol of life, the mark of the quintessence, which binds all elements before it.”
“My son?” Elspeth whispered again, only this time her voice held a note of wonder.
“You must call him Emrys henceforth, for by giving him by his true name, you imbue him with the legacy he is born to fulfill.”
“Emrys,” whispered Elspeth.
“It means immortal,” explained the old woman.
“And is he?”
The old woman smiled. “Alas, my dear, there are mysteries in life we are not meant to know…”
Outside, in the courtyard, the boys could be heard shouting, “To me! To me!” —a call to arms.
To this day, Seren could not hear those words without some trepidation. But boys were meant to be boys, and no one could stay the hand of fate.
“Gird your loins,” the old woman said again, with great fervor, and then came a five-year-old’s wail and Seren, Rosalynde and Elspeth all ran into the courtyard to see what happened, leaving the old woman seated at their table.
“Broc!” said Elspeth. Lachlan was kneeling before his twin brother, who was now the one seated upon his rump, red-faced and pouting, a black and blue knot the size of a buckle forming on his forehead.
“He told me to do it,” said Lachlan, looking ashamed. He held his toy sword aloft, showing his mother the true culprit. Elspeth seized both wooden swords from her sons—first Broc, then Lachlan—and the boys looked perfectly contrite. She commanded both to apologize before everything erupted into chaos. A horn sounded—heralding a rider’s approach. Leaving the boys where they sat, the sisters all ran to see who it could be.
It was Malcom Scott who rode through the open gate, accompanied by his father and two men.
He sought his wife’s gaze at once, sliding down from his horse, taking his steps as leaps until he held Elspeth in his arms. “God’s bones! I’ve missed you,” he said, and he kissed Elspeth soundly, embracing her still.
“Papa, Papa!” screamed the boys, and Malcom released his wife only to scoop up both children into his arms.
“You’re early,” said Elspeth, her cheeks aflame, and her eyes filled with warmth at the sight of her husband holding his sons.
He grinned. “Or late, depending on the state of one’s belly. Mine demands supper!”
“My lad was always a hungry beast,” said Malcom’s father, and Seren laughed, along with her two sisters, taking the MacKinnon by the arm.
“Wilhelm will be pleased to see you, and you have arrived just in time to meet a guest—a woman who raised us. You may prod her to your heart’s content for all our secrets,” said Seren, and Elspeth shook her head.
“I fear he hasn’t the heart to hear anymore,” Elspeth jested. And nevertheless, Seren proceeded to tell him all about Isolde—everything she could remember, and everything the old woman had told them. Unfortunately, by the time they returned to the hall, the old woman was gone.
No one saw her leave. No one knew where she’d gone to. Apparently, she’d never said a word to anyone. Nor did she exit through the front gates, or she would have passed right by them. She was there one instant; gone the next. Only Seren could still feel her presence…
Peering up into the rafters, she spied a blackbird perched up high. The black bird cocked its black head, peering down at Seren, and Seren smiled.
“Where is she?” asked Elspeth.
“Gone,” said Seren. “But something tells me she’ll be about.”
And she winked at her sister, finally understanding what it was that she must do. After all, what else was there to do in the presence of hungry men, but feed them? Tomorrow would bring more strife, but the moment was sweet enough for a feast. She reached for the chatelaine’s keys at her belt, leaving her sisters to chatter with the men whilst she considered the contents of their larder… and as she walked into the courtyard, the blackbird flittered to her shoulder… whispering secrets into her ear.



The Lord of Shadows



A most strange creature will come from the sea marsh of Rhianedd;
As a punishment of iniquity on Maelgwn Gwynedd;
His hair, his teeth, and his eyes being as gold,
And this will bring destruction upon Maelgwn Gwynedd.
— TALIESIN





Prologue
LLANRHOS, WALES, 547 A.D.

The tribes were all at war, brother scheming against brother…
The Dragon Lord of Anglesey sat beside his queen, watching a party of dancers as he brooded over the state of his realm.
So, it seemed, men no longer needed whips nor chains to sway the masses. All they needed was a bit of gold and a lot of empty promises.
The Romans might be long gone but having left behind their jeweled yokes to be donned by the people of Wales, the weight of their harnesses now grew heavy. For love of those winking jewels, the free all remained oppressed, patting their sated bellies as they toasted from sour casks of vin.
Now, the worst had come to pass…
But all was not lost. The spirit of the world was alive and well. It was here, in this hall, in every turn of the dancers’ lithe bodies, and if anything hardened his cock, it was this: Against the taming of a nation, there was a certain beauty to be found in the old dance. Amidst their graceful motions lay passion and truth, a raw honesty that fired his spirit and stirred the blood. In every revolution the dancers made, he spied the Goddess face of the moon and heard the voices of the faefolk singing bard songs to the wind. It stirred a song in his own blood that made him long to strip to his boots and howl at the moon.
Alas, these were times for the changelings—those who would convert, or those who would create. But sadly, not for the ones who would cleave to the Old Ways. Still, he resolved to enjoy it while he could.
The Gwyddon, or wise one, clad in her fine white robe (to symbolize purity and light), twirled at the center of his hall, whilst twelve young disciples danced about her in a circle…
One dancer stood out amidst the rest—Sanan, his nephew’s young bride. With her soft pink lips and her darkly burnished hair, the girl was striking, but, like her betrothed, there was a certain falseness about her that made Maelgwn feel she could be anyone’s for the taking—even his, if he so desired…
It was that come-hither look in her jade eyes—a sultry glance that roused him, even against his will.
She dipped, then spun, raising her hands in thanksgiving to the Mother Goddess, only with a backward glance to the throne, smiling a smile intended only for him.
“You like her?”
Maelgwn slid his wife a careful glance. “Sanan?”
Nesta nodded, and he swept away the notion, no longer willing to sew his seed indiscriminately. Together they had created a beauteous daughter, and he still had one son by a previous marriage. “She’s too young,” he said.
And, besides, there was too much strife in his kingdom to steal his nephew’s bride and then lie abed like a sated boor. The last thing he needed was to become a fat, happy emperor like those he’d despised.
“Mael,” she said gravely. “I have not conceiv⁠—”
“It matters not,” he said firmly. “I am well pleased with the daughter you gave me and my son. What more could any man ask for in life?”
“Only think on it,” she argued. “What if something should happen to you? Einion⁠—”
“She. Is. Too. Young,” Mael persisted, and though his tone brooked no argument, his wife was not so easily silenced. Her temperament, like her faekind, was wild as the wind.
“Maelgwn, please… you know that Igraine cannot inherit these lands, nor I⁠—”
“Nay!” he snapped, and still, she persisted.
“It must be someone. So much as I loathe the thought of sharing you, my sweet husband, you must consider a new bride. Sanan comes from a good line.”
“She is promised,” he told her, and Nesta laughed without mirth.
“To your nephew? What has the fool ever done save to pit himself against you?”
Silence.
Because it was true.
And yet, Maelgwn hadn’t any stones to throw, because he too, in the name of these lands, had slain his uncle—for Wales.
“She’s as good as any, and⁠—”
“Nay,” he said, and this time she gave him respite, although he knew she would resume her campaign in good time.
She was on a mission, and he frowned, because he feared she could be right. The spirit of unrest was growing. The Roman prelates were wagging their silvered tongues. Little by little, the Old Ways were being abandoned. Nesta herself was the last of a dying breed—those faefolk who’d once inhabited the hills overlooking the Drowned City. Cauldron born, she was descended of the acolytes and he trusted her without fail. She was a gem among women, and though he didn’t love her as he longed to love a woman, he still wasn’t in the mood to collect more wives. As it was, he had a nest of vipers…
Some of them were here tonight.
Unfortunately, it was a king’s duty to entertain foes.
From the dais, he studied the hall’s newest guests—Uther, that golden child of the Empire, and his equally golden mage, who indeed, was quite golden. Everything about the man shone, from his pearlescent skin to his fine-gilt hair. Goddess blessed, so ’twas said, and it must be true. The mage was as fair as any druid Mael had ever beheld, and there was, indeed, an aura about him that put Mael in mind to the gods.
Both men sauntered into his hall with an arrogance born of privilege and, rather than take up a plate and find themselves a proper seat at one of the lower trestle tables, the pair approached his dais, and Uther—the sodomizing bastard—unsheathed a blade from his scabbard as he came.
Beside him, Nesta gasped, leaping up from her seat and sheltering herself at his back as three of Maelgwn’s guards rushed forward to impede Uther’s approach.
Undeterred by the guards, the warlord grinned, slippery as an eel, as he tossed up a hand, as though his men were Uther’s to command.
“Uther,” said Mael in greeting, and he too waved to his guards, urging them to fall back as his nemesis approached.
The mage remained by his side as he bowed before Maelgwn and said, “My friend.”
Friend?
May the gods rip out his tongue and cast it to the wolves. Uther was no man’s friend. He was, as they claimed, a wolf in sheep’s clothing.
The cords in Maelgwn’s neck tightened, though he smiled and said graciously, “Welcome.”
“Our King… on this holiest of nights, we come bearing felicitations from the Senate,” said Uther. “And a gift…”
And then, with a flourish, he presented a strange sword, laying it gingerly atop Uther’s palms, so that the inscription could be read on the shining blade.
Maelgwn blinked with sudden lust.
It was only once the revelry resumed that he realized the breath of the world had come to a pause… waiting to see how these foes would meet.
As the musicians began to play again, and the dancers’ feet kicked up more dust, his favored guests brought bits of nuts and fruit to their lips. Maelgwn leaned closer to inspect the blade… Intricately crafted serpents lay entwined about an elegantly fashioned hilt.
Fascinating.
On the blade itself, glowing faintly blue in the most ancient of languages, lay inscribed, “Take me, but turn the blade, and we will see.” But the runes were faint—indeed, so faint, that the inspired words might have been a chimera.
Incredible.
There was still another word etched betwixt the serpents, and this one could be read more easily: Caledfwlch, it said.
Cut steel.
Excellent craftsmanship, and no doubt a bribe, but Maelgwn was nevertheless bewitched. “Remarkable,” he said.
“Indeed,” said Uther with a knowing smile, and he flicked a short glance at the mage by his side.
No longer quite so concerned over Uther or his mage, Maelgwn longed to caress the blade.
“Who forged this work of art?”
It was Taliesin who replied. “It was crafted by the Dynion Mwyn, Your Grace,” he said, with a respectful bow.
The Fair Men.
“It was forged from blooms of steel mined from those Ancient Hills before Avalon’s doom.”
Maelgwn blinked, his heart suddenly thumping with lust unlike any that might be inspired by a woman.
The blade was, indeed, a fine, fine work of art, expertly crafted, and glowing like a piece of the moon.
Every carving on the hilt seemed to shiver and come alive under the play of light and shadow; the serpents themselves appeared to writhe before his eyes.
Astounding.
Shining like tourmalines, Maelgwn’s eyes fixed drunkenly on the sword, wanting it with a fervor not only born of greed. It was as though its essence called to him, beguiled him…
“’Tis a gift,” repeated Uther, with a smile in his voice. “For you. We are asked to sue for peace.”
Taliesin added, “It bears a druid blessing. He who wields the sword will not bleed, and he who possesses it will e’er reign as Dragon Lord of Wales.”
Behind him, Nesta hissed like a cat. “Old man! Begone with your gift and your forked tongue!”
She stayed Mael’s hand as he reached for the glittering prize, whispering for his ears alone. “The gifts of your enemies are not gifts, my love. Have you learned naught from our past? Better to send them away.”
“Nay,” said Maelgwn, silencing her with a lift of his hand. “I shall not forswear a victory gift.” And then, ignoring his wife’s counsel, he reached for the sword, utterly enchanted by its essence and form.
Try though he might, he could see no reason to turn his head from such a beautiful concession—and it was clearly a concession, delivered by the hands of a well-respected druid and a prelate of the Empire.
It was the mage who placed the gleaming sword in Maelgwn’s hands, lifting it carefully from his master’s palm and placing it into Mael’s hands with the care and love of a father handing over a firstborn child.
He who wields the sword will not bleed, and he who possesses it will e’er reign as Dragon Lord of Wales…
Desire coursed through Maelgwn’s veins with such vigor that he shivered. He accepted the gift, and for a moment, simply tested its weight… fine, fine, cold steel, precisely calibrated by the hand of a master. It was his now, and he could already envision himself wielding it, unsheathing it from his scabbard…
The hiss of metal was like a song to his ears.
It was only belatedly that he realized the mage still had possession of the blade, and when Mael tried to turn it to inspect it a little better, the druid turned it and slid it back, nicking Maelgwn’s flesh, drawing his blood…
“It’s only a scratch,” he said to his wife when she gasped.
In truth, Maelgwn was too entranced to care. Enjoying the feel of the sword in his hand, he sent the druid and his master away without so much as a rebuke, and then sat back in his throne, admiring the fine cut steel.
He who wields the sword will not bleed, and he who possesses it will e’er reign as Dragon Lord of Wales…
And yet, he did bleed…
Studying his prize, he was hardly aware that Nesta abandoned his side, or that the dancers continued long into the night, performing without his regard.
Wine flowed generously. Laughter rang loudly, abundantly. And all the while, Uther kept his grin.
Unfortunately, Maelgwn was well into his cups before he realized that something was dreadfully wrong.
Sweat formed upon his brow, then trickled down his burnsides. His vision swam like a drunken otter, and still, for so long, he blamed it on the wine. Only once he took the sword and draped his hand over the arm of his chair, then dropped the sword with a clang, did he realize…
Nesta was right: The gift of an enemy was no gift at all.
The sword was cursed.
That was his last conscious thought as the room swam, then faded to black. He awoke in his bed many, many bells later, shivering to his bones. His wife was kneeling by his side, and the chamber was filled with all her ladies, weeping and praying…
“Mael,” she whispered softly, her throat thick with spent tears.
“Shhh,” he said, because he already knew what it was she would say, and he didn’t have the heart to hear of betrayal on his death bed. “How… long?” he rasped.
She choked past a sob. “Three days… three days and three nights…”
That was not what he wished to hear. “How long?”
There was so much to be done—and what of his son?
Nesta did not immediately reply.
Maelgwn closed his eyes.
“Mael,” she whispered, and Maelgwn tried hard to reopen his heavy lids. “My love,” she begged, and this time she shook him very gently, till his eyes again opened. But his vision remained hazed, so the figures standing before him morphed into caterwauling banshees, summoning him from his bed to the darkness beyond. “Mael,” she said, again, and the single word was so full of agony that it twisted his heart.
“Uther?” he asked weakly.
Nesta’s lips quivered with grief. “He and the mage have withdrawn from our halls till the day breaks on the morrow. His armies remain camped beyond our walls.”
“My son?”
Nesta shook her head with grief, and Maelgwn felt a sob well from his breast to his sore throat. Einion ap Maelgwn was his only true heir. If his son was… dead…
If Uther lay waiting…
“You are dying,” she confessed between tears. “And yet you do not have to.”
Nesta, sweet Nesta was a child of the Goddess, cauldron born, and cauldron raised. Her knowledge was the knowledge of the Ancients. He trusted her without fail.
“My love… you must agree to allow it…”
“Dearest,” Maelgwn said with regret, and he tried to lift a finger to her cheek, falling short of her face. It fell limp beside him on the bed. Indeed, he could feel his life slipping away… like sands in a glass.
“Mael!” she cried. “Only speak the word, and I shall gift you my life! True love’s tears might save you!”
Oh, yes… They would spend eternity together, he and his beauteous wife, whose glorious bosom was the pillow of his choice. He could learn to love her properly and give Nesta her heart’s desire—a prince of her womb. “You and I,” he said. “Forever… and ever… and ever…”
To bloody hell with thrones and crowns. So long as he had her love, he would be happy evermore.
“Yay,” he said weakly. “Yay…”
His wife rose at once, her tall, lithe body towering over him, her shining gold mane surrounding her like a halo. She spilled her tears into the palm of her hand, and then he heard her words and recognized the gleam and slash of her ceremonial blade. But even as she worked, he fell in and out of shadow, somewhere at the back of his mind, understanding the rite she was speaking…
Here, with my blade, I take your former life,
Here, with my art, I still your beating heart,
Eternal thy flame, Lord of Shadows thy name.
And then she knelt once more by his side and said her final good-bye. “Rest in shadow, my beloved, till you are once more summoned to the light.”
Invoked perhaps by the sultry nature of her words, shadow and light danced before his eyes like fornicating lovers.
Shadow and light converged, again and again, until, with a violent clap of thunder, a rush of wind rose from the casket of his body, and for the sweetest interminable moment—he and his wife were caught between worlds, their souls united as one, until the torrent died like a winterbourne in summer… devoid of life, but not quite dead.
At the end of her ritual, Nesta’s body lay lifeless on their chamber floor. Maelgwn could see it as though in a dream. Her maids lifted her up, then laid her beside the empty shell of her husband—his own body. When Uther arrived to claim the banner and crown, he was told the Dragon Lord’s queen ended her life with her husband’s last breath. No one noted the reliquary in the hand of her maid. She gave Uther the message with a nervous curtsy before quitting the chamber, rushing away with a heartfelt promise for the Lord of Shadows: “I shall keep you in secret till The One arrives, and someday, my lord, you must avenge my lady’s death! A pox on the house of Pendragon!”



Chapter
One
BLACKWOOD CASTLE, JULY 1153

He should have died.
He did die.
And still, here he was, flesh and blood, and it was Morwen who’d freed him. For that alone, he owed her a debt of gratitude.
Pensive and mirthless, the lord of Blackwood sat behind his escritoire, studying a small reliquary on his desk.
So, he’d been told, there were three of its kind remaining in the world—one his, one belonging to Mordecai, and the last he presumed must be Morwen’s…
Presumed, only because she kept it about her neck on a chain, the same way he kept his own.
Exquisitely etched, cylindrical in shape, his was about a half inch in diameter, and one and one-quarter inches long, with a strange, blue-veined crystal fashioned at one end, the fit so seamless it was impossible to remove. The metal was intricately inscribed with runes that, to his knowledge, could no longer be read.
He met a priest once who’d called it a reliquary, although, in truth, it was nothing like those receptacles they used to hold the bones of saints. It looked like one, perhaps, but it wasn’t.
If he shook it, there was nothing inside, and if he put it to his ear, he heard a hint of wind… like a seashell.
Admittedly, he didn’t know how it worked, nor did he dare disassemble it. This was all he knew: It alone was the key to his existence—a ridiculous little bauble that Morwen had called a grisial
hud. In his Welsh tongue, it meant, quite literally, magic crystal.
Lifting the pendant from his desk, he turned it slowly, examining the strange metal and markings, perhaps for the thousandth time since acquiring it.
Puzzling.
Only to see it was to imagine it an impossible sepulcher, and yet… what dimensions should one expect to provide for the totality of a human soul?
It was everything… and yet…
Nothing.
Cael d’Lucy was a creature of shadow, a man with far more to lose by dwelling in light than he did in darkness. He had more secrets than most, and too much to lose—including his life—should they ever come to light.
He was confused.
He’d come to know Rhiannon Pendragon well, and, indeed, his heart wept for Uther’s heir. Still… whenever he thought to pity her, he was forced to ask himself: What was five years compared to six hundred?
Six hundred and six, to be precise.
Six hundred and six years during which his only conscious thought had been to avenge his beloveds.
Now that he had his chance, he dared not rest until the task was done. Then, and only then, could he hope to find peace.
Regretfully, the matter had become… complicated.
Almost daily, he had to remind himself who she was.
Lovely though she might be, in her delicate blue veins, she bore the sins of her fathers. And, in truth, no matter how many years had gone since Uther’s betrayal, his sorrow was fresh as the loam over a day-old grave.
Thinking of Nesta, his jaw worked angrily. Faded by time, an image arose from the dusty depths of his memory—her lifeless form prone on the chamber floor, her sacrifice to save his damnable soul.
Was it worth it?
Nay, he thought.
It was not.
And still, for every moment of these past six hundred and six years, he’d been acutely aware of his losses, feeling their pain like limbs plucked from his body.
He was the Pendragon.
Not Uther.
And what had the Judas gone and done?
He’d settled himself on Cael’s throne, then eaten the meal from his larders.
The image sent a torrent of hatred rushing through his blood, for his true name was not Cael d’Lucy. He was Maelgwn ap Cadwallon, High King of Gwynedd, Dragon Lord of Anglesey. He was not the cousin of some paltry English lord, but the firstborn son of Cadwallon Lawhir, great-grandson to Cunedda, who, by order of Governor Maximus, led the Votadini against the Pechts. And for his part in the campaign, his forebear had been awarded the entirety of Gwynedd—the Jewel of Wales, so ’twas written by a contemporary of Maelgwn’s time.
And the true Dragon Lord… felled by a creature with golden eyes and hair who’d cursed him with a yellow death.
He, who’d fought and won the dragon throne, only to lose it all… over what?
Lust for a sword?
Perhaps she was not the sole heir to Blackwood; still she bore the blood of his nemeses in her veins. That alone should keep him from coddling her.
That alone should force him to remember.
Remember!
Fool. She’s not simply some hapless maid whose mother is cruel.
Unlike her sisters, she was not the progeny of a king. Hers was a… distinctly maculate conception, and her father was a reincarnation of the man by whose hand his life was taken—that druid who’d once called himself Merlin to Britain.
God’s blood, it galled him that she looked like him—all save for that wild, copper hair. She bore those same chiseled cheeks, the same fair skin, the same shape of her brows—perpetually arched, as though she alone were privy to the mystery of creation.
And, God’s blood, her eyes… blue and stormy as a winter sky, while Taliesin’s had been deepest amber, imbued with a cunning that few could forswear.
Not that she wasn’t cunning, mind you.
She was certainly wily enough to sense every chink in Cael’s armor… and therefore, why should he care whether her hands were weighted with the burden of manacles?
Why should he care what became of her?
At least she still had lungs to breathe and hands to carry a child of her womb.
To the contrary, Nesta’s arms were empty in death, and he himself might never see an heir to his legacy—such as it was, a decrepit old castle in the Black Mountains, not at all the kingdom he’d been promised.
Certes not his beloved Anglesey…
And what now?
He would risk even this for a beauteous witch…
“Rhiannon,” he said aloud, testing the weight and feel of her name on his tongue.
Rhiannon.
He couldn’t help but remember the way she’d faced him the day he’d met her, straight from her prison tumbril… with her hair disheveled, and her dirt-stained cheeks, her shoulders back and high… like a witch queen in her own right.
Even then, she’d had a fire in her eyes that matched the flame of her hair.
But now… that blaze was diminishing day by day, and there was a joyless turn to her lips…
Still… he owed her mother.
He owed for his life… and if he did not keep his promises, Morwen would collect her due.
She was a necessary evil.
A means for revenge.
And aye, she might use him as well—as she used everyone—but he would gladly allow it because… in the end, his goal was her goal: a reckoning for the Pendragon’s heirs.
“Ah, Nesta,” he said, with a heartfelt sigh, and then he attempted with some difficulty to summon her golden visage… all that materialized was a flame-haired beauty, whose words cut like diamonds and whose eyes, like a mirror, reflected the same sense of fury as his own.
Rhiannon.
Very, very gingerly, he set down the reliquary, considering the irony that he would now aid and abet the very institution whose gold once sought his ruin.
Indeed, with Maelgwn ap Cadwallon’s death arrived a new day for the Empire. Uther himself became the new Dragon Lord, whose son later ascended to his throne…
And where was Maelgwn’s heir?
Dead and buried mere days after his⁠—
Startled from his reverie by the blast of a horn, he peered back at the door, suddenly discomposed.
This time it would not be her messenger; it would be the Witch Queen herself. Two months ago, she’d given him an ultimatum—wed Rhiannon, or wed her. No matter what he chose, the consequences were considerable: force Rhiannon and he would lose her evermore; marry her mother and he’d risk his own goals; defy the Witch Queen and he would lose more than his life…
And… he suspected… deep in his heart… she wouldn’t be satisfied until her daughter was dead.
Knowing this, something other than common sense spurred Cael from his seat.
No doubt Rhiannon had heard the horn blast as well. Even without her magik, she must sense her mother’s presence.
It would take Morwen and her company another interval to ascend to the gate. Once admitted, there would be no turning back. If, in truth, these were the End Days of her prophecy, it must be now or never…



Chapter
Two

News of the outside world was scarce, though even in the confines of her plush apartments, without the use of her magik, Rhiannon sensed a growing darkness, a shadow that, left unchallenged, would creep over the land and swallow it whole. For weeks now, she’d had a terrible premonition—a sense of foreboding she couldn’t shake. It multiplied tenfold when she heard the horn blast.
Minutes later, when she also heard footsteps ascend the tower, she braced herself for a confrontation.
Was it Cael?
Please, let it be Cael.
Sweet, sweet fates—let it be Cael!
What if it was Morwen?
After all this time, would he hand her over?
Glowering down at her shackles, she acknowledged that if she were whole, she would know who it was. But nay, nay… she could only wait… and hope…
But why should she care?
After five long years with only Blackwood’s mysterious lord for company, she must confess she barely knew the man. Oh, yes, they made some pretense at flirtation, but no matter how many witty jests he made, or how long they spent in each other’s company, like the castle itself, he was a fortress filled with secrets, and his truest self remained locked away no less securely than he kept her.
Four long years without answers or speaking to her sisters. Four years without practicing her Craft.
Four years!
The footsteps came closer… louder… faster.
Once again Rhiannon peered down at her manacles—impossible contraptions that defied logic. By order of her mother, they’d clapped them upon her wrists, and with the turn of a key they’d made her into a worthless bag of bones. Her lack of ability was infuriating.
Mercifully they were no longer bound together—a kindness served by the lord of Blackwood, who’d painstakingly reworked the metal over long, long hours to gift her the freedom of movement. And despite the fact, it was difficult to be thankful for his effort, when she knew good and well that he could free her with a word if he chose to.
Until such time as her mother returned to claim it, Cael d’Lucy was still lord of this demesne.
It was him, thank the gods!
By now, she recognized his footfalls—soft and sure, like a wolf on the prowl. Her heart skipped a beat, and she cursed herself for the weakness. Nearly every time she saw him, she waged a battle in her heart, one she would never, ever confess—it was true; she thought him beautiful, clever, and thoroughly impossible.
Unfortunately, whatever good she sensed in Cael d’Lucy, it was tempered by the fact that she knew him to be an agent for darkness—a scourge to England and Wales.
Indeed, he might well be respected in Stephen’s court, and perhaps even throughout Wales, but Cael d’Lucy was no less a servitor for darkness than the rest of her mother’s minions. And, in the end, he bowed, not to justice, nor to England’s King, but to a destroyer of realms.
Morwen.
Nay, she reminded herself, not Morwen.
Cerridwen. The Dark Goddess, the Shadow Crone, the Shapeshifter of Legend…
And now she was here; Rhiannon could feel it in her bones. It gave her a shiver.
What now, sweet fate?
There was so much she longed to say to her sisters.
Goddess only knew, whatever perfidy Morwen was planning, Blackwood was at the center of her plans. It was that cauldron, she realized—that holiest of grails. Life was born from its belly and Rhiannon knew intuitively that it was the cauldron Morwen wanted. But it was not so simple as taking it, else she would have done so long ago. King Stephen wasn’t so witless as to allow a great fortress to slip from his grasp. Instead of returning it to her family, he’d awarded it to the commander of his Rex Militum, and if Morwen tried to usurp it, he would mount an army to retake it.
No, her mother wasn’t stupid either. Rather, she meant for her daughter to take it for her. But no matter how Rhiannon felt about Cael, she would be damned if she’d allow Morwen to win this game—never would she take d’Lucy’s name!
But this was something she didn’t comprehend: Why?
Why was Cael so indebted to her?
Why was he so willing to turn a blind eye to all she did?
What precisely did her mother have to leverage over Cael?
Considering all these things, perhaps for the thousandth time, she fingered the etching on one of her manacles, still sharply inscribed no matter how many years had gone by…
Hic est Draco,
Ex undis,
Tenetur in argenteas
A capite ad calcem, tace, et sile
Here be the dragon,
From the waves of the sea,
Bound in silver,
From head to toe, silent and still
Rhiannon was not the dragon, but she was a Pendragon, and so it seemed that whatever magik had been imbued into the words, it was strong enough to endure.
The footsteps stopped abruptly in her antechamber. Ready to do battle, she spun to face the door, watching through the crack as her guards silently dispersed.
And there he was… lingering in the shadows, hesitating, and she knew why. After all they had professed, he fully intended to betray her at her mother’s behest.
“What are you waiting for?” she said acerbically.
At long last, the lord of Blackwood revealed himself, sauntering into her chamber with a turn of his lips that revealed the barest trace of a smile.
“Ah, my dear Rhiannon, don’t tell me you missed me?” he asked, with his usual mordancy, though it wasn’t a question, and even if it were, Rhiannon suspected he had long ago surmised the truth—devil take him!
She had missed him, though she’d be damned if she’d ever say so, certainly not to him.
“Hardly,” she said. And no matter that the timbre of her voice seemed laden with contempt, her heart did a telltale leap at the familiar glint in his eyes.
He had no right to be so beautiful, and now she understood Lucifer’s lament—no man with a heart so dark had a right to shine so bright. There were no half measures where he was concerned; his shoulders were impossibly wide, his hair was dark as coal, his lips were sinfully full.
And truly, for a blackguard, he had a very endearing, but telltale habit of holding his chin and brushing a thumb over his mouth when he looked at her, as though he would love to kiss her. It never failed to steal Rhiannon’s breath.
“How sad,” he quipped, and Rhiannon lifted her brow.
“So says the lord with a smicker.”
He regarded her a moment longer, still brushing that thumb across his lips, and then he frowned. “Have I not treated you well enough?”
He had, and so he had.
Far better than her mother would have liked. Had she had her way, Rhiannon would have remained chained to a wall in the tower, deprived even of a window.
“Have I not provided your every desire?”
“Everything but my freedom,” she said easily, never at a loss to remind him.
Clearly, he was in no mood to banter. She saw his countenance darken, and winced. And suddenly he approached her, and Rhiannon took a defensive step backward—not that she was afraid of him.
Rather, it was that she no longer trusted herself in his presence. Having spent so much time alone together, playing Queen’s Chess, supping and drinking, sharing wit and words, she had by now developed very disturbing feelings for her gaoler—feelings that thoroughly confused her.
In truth, Blackwood’s lord was ever gentle, showering her with gifts. And still, she remained a prisoner. No matter whether she be draped in scarlet, or that her bed was piled high with ermine, she could not for one minute afford to forget what he was: at best, an opportunist; at worst, a murderer—and perhaps even worse than that.
And yet, when she should utterly despise him for aiding and abetting her mother, she found she could not. Instead, she suffered a pang of longing whenever he wasn’t near, and she loathed herself for the inexcusable weakness.
Today, his eyes glinted strangely.
“Is anyone truly free?” he asked, still assessing her. And then he came closer yet, and said, “With the absence of constraints should come great restraint; without it, the strong are said to enslave the weak. It is, as they say, a conundrum.”
Rhiannon frowned. “Ever with the posturing, my lord! Make no mistake, I am not weak.” She lifted her right arm, proffering the right wrist, returning his canny smile. “At least, I would not be without these. Care to test me?”
The familiar timbre of his laughter threatened to warm the cockles of her heart.
“Alas,” he said, standing before her, so desperately close that he could have reached out to brush a wisp of hair from her face, as he ofttimes did. “There has never been aught about you I’ve found to be weak, Rhiannon. In fact, I have come to fear you will be my ruin.”
“Your ruin?”
Sweet fates. He must be jesting!
“Aye,” he said, and Rhiannon took yet another step backward, unnerved by his proximity. “What do you want, Lord Blackwood?” Her nerves were frayed, and she was tired of his posturing. It was easy enough to speak drivel whilst he held her in shackles. As for his ruin, there was little about Cael d’Lucy that one could ever mistake for fear, but neither would she cow to him, or apologize for whatever sense of distress he was feeling.
“Your mother is here,” he confessed, at long last, and it was just as she’d feared. Rhiannon’s heart tripped painfully.
“And?”
“And,” he said, without further ado, because, in truth, what more need be said? They both knew well enough that her mother despised her. Whatever the former Lady of Blackwood had in mind for her second eldest daughter, it would simply not behoove Rhiannon.
She swallowed hard, uncertain what more to say.
No matter how lightly she and Cael bantered, no matter how much consideration he gave her, in the end, he was still her mother’s minion, and all she knew for certes this moment was that her time had run out. If Morwen was here after so long an absence, she was returning because it was time to put her plans in motion. Once more, she cursed the manacles for blocking her magik. Without the hud she was hapless as a babe, and it galled her that she felt reduced to begging for freedom—still, she would not.



Chapter
Three

Proud and utterly defiant.
Cael’s jaw worked furiously as the key’s iron teeth cut into his palm. This was not what he had planned.
Having heard the horn blast, here he was—and
why? Because he was listening to his bloody heart.
Nay, he thought.
It was not true.
His heart was cold.
It was simple human decency not to wish to see a woman suffer, and whatever he’d become, he was still flesh and blood like any other man.
And yet, because he was flesh and blood, he burned. Even now, he longed to pull Rhiannon into his arms and kiss her fiercely, especially now that their time was so short.
Not once during their time together had he ever felt the desire to rush their wooing. He’d enjoyed their verbal sparring and hoped to win her for life.
But now the stakes were higher, and the time was gone.
Waiting until the last of his guards dispersed, he anticipated the ebbing footfalls…
No matter that these men were loyal to him, he didn’t intend to have an audience. He had a good sense of what Morwen was capable of, and, whether out of fear, love or greed, few men could deny her. She would compel them if she so chose, and she would do her worst if she suspected treachery.
At any given moment, he could not afford to forget that everything he possessed, he possessed through her good will. He had returned to this realm as vulnerable as a babe, and she’d been his benefactor since.
If it weren’t for her recalcitrant daughter, he might already have had all he desired. And somehow, even after five long years, this was where they stood…
Rhiannon was willful and noncompliant.
Much like that first day, she stood facing him now, hands upon her hips, her blue eyes glittering fiercely.
“Well?” she asked. “The guards are gone. Will you speak now, or did the cat get your tongue?”
Cael laughed, though ruefully, wishing for a shot of Marcella’s new brew.
Originally, her mother had intended for him to wed Rhiannon’s eldest sister. It was Elspeth, not Rhiannon, who was the rightful heir to this estate, and her husband should own this demesne. Once that possibility was removed from the table, Cael had steadfastly refused a change in plans. Why, he didn’t know, but he had a sense of it now…
Knowing Rhiannon would never succumb to pressure, he’d protected her all this time. If Morwen realized that she was the only reason they weren’t yet wed, he wasn’t certain what she would do. But he had never coveted Elspeth—not for an instant since meeting Rhiannon. With her dark copper tresses and those feral eyes, she’d stood up to him from the first, and even whilst her gaze was still afflicted, he could harbor no pity for her at all. She’d asked for no quarter and gave none.
Perhaps, in truth, her sister was Blackwood’s heir, but Rhiannon was the Pendragon at heart, and even now, with a shadow of fear clouding her storm-blue eyes, she could set him afire with only a glance. And yet the one thing he knew for certes was that he would never take what Rhiannon would not willingly give, and he understood very, very clearly now: She would never give her heart to anyone.
In the silence that followed her question, his gaze moved to her window. Already, the sun was beginning to set. The torches along the pathways were not yet lit. Even so, he surmised they had few minutes remaining before Morwen presented herself in his hall.
Blackwood’s defenses consisted of several safeguards. Surrounded by woodlands, the castle was built atop a craggy hilltop. And though it was small in terms of fortification, it was easily defensible and completely impenetrable, unless one knew of the narrow path that led to his postern gate.
The climb up was steep, and the barbican was designed to restrict access to the castle’s interior.
Even beyond the first wall, there was a series of narrow bridges built over pits, all filled with pikes. It was carefully designed so that persons seeking entrance to the inner bailey were forced to travel along a narrow path.
On a good day, even in broad daylight, it was impossible to traverse more than one-man deep, and at any time, those bridges could be withdrawn.
Knowing Morwen, she had arrived with pomp and ceremony, escorted by her lackeys—all those Welsh kings she’d gathered to her side, men she’d inveigled with promises. Owain Gwynedd, the self-proclaimed King of Wales; Madog ap Maredudd, Prince of Powys; Maredudd ap Gruffydd, Prince of Deheubarth. The latter ruled with England’s support, though he’d gladly put a blade through Stephen’s eye.
No doubt she would expect Cael to greet her with Rhiannon at his side, but not because she cared to lay eyes upon her estranged daughter; merely so she could test the girl’s resolve.
Squeezing the key in his hand, he realized that wedding Rhiannon per force would not gain him what he truly desired…
Her heart.
Alas, he must confess: He had loved Nesta dearly. He’d adored her sweet, kind heart, and he’d valued her counsel, but he’d never hungered for her body… not the way he lusted after Rhiannon. Even now, despite their circumstances, his body trembled with desire, and he longed to push her back onto the bed and pillage all she had to give—all that he had been promised.
Only what then?
Then she would loathe him.
And yes, he could force her to marry against her will, and hope to God that he could change her mind. But… after five long years of trying and failing, he had a feeling deep down… he would regret the decision for the rest of his days.
Even now, she glared at him as though she would plunge a dagger into his breast, and he believed in his heart that she would if she could—no matter how much he’d risked serving her. Knowing this, tendrils of anger clutched at his heart. Closing his fist about the key, he placed his hand behind his back, and with the other hand, he reached out to seize her wrist above the manacle, drawing her close, forcing her to endure his proximity if only once in her damnable life.
“Cael,” she protested.
RHIANNON SWALLOWED.
For the first time since their meeting, the look in his eyes thoroughly disturbed her. There was something new and terrible in his demeanor that gave her pause—something angry and desperate.
“W-What are you doing?”
The sound of his voice was achingly low, filled with torment. “The time for games is done,” he said darkly, pulling her closer, and not gently. His arm slid about her waist, pulling her against him, so Rhiannon could feel the hard contours of his body. And even as he restrained her, she felt the evidence of his arousal. “Cael,” she said, though she wasn’t entirely certain it was a protest.
In that terrible, terrible instant, the shocking feel of him awakened something deep inside her that she’d hoped to deny—her nipples pebbled embarrassingly, puckering against his leathers and she swallowed convulsively. “Please…”
“If your mother has her way, you’ll soon be my bride.”
“Never!” she spat, with far more conviction than she felt.
In truth, had the situation been different, she might have welcomed a match with this man.
There was something about Cael d’Lucy that tripped her heart and fired her soul. Never in her life had she met a man who was so much a man—strong, and crude betimes, filled with surety. She lifted her chin defiantly and lied.
“No matter what you do or what you say, you’ll never force me to love you.”
He laughed then, the sound mirthless. “Love?” he asked. “Love? What has love ever had to do with a contract of marriage, Rhiannon?” His black eyes shone. “Do not mistake me, lady, there is only one woman I have ever loved, and she is not you.”
Rhiannon swallowed her words. Why did that bit of truth wound so deeply?
Like a chimera, his emotions morphed between hatred and… something else…
And regardless, despite the obvious disdain he felt for her in that instant, his gaze found her bed, and she noted the unbridled heat that crept into his storm-ridden eyes. Her voice faltered. “C-Cael… w-what do you mean to do?”
In all these years, he’d never even once given her a reason to fear him. Oh, she understood well enough why men cowed before the lord of Blackwood; there was a certain darkness that permeated every room he entered. No less so than any Pendragon before him, he was a dragon lord, inscrutable and cunning, treacherous and exacting. This was one thing Rhiannon never, ever dared to forget. And yet, despite this, though he lusted for her body, he’d never once acted upon his desires, and, yes, she knew—had always known—this was all it ever was for him: a man’s lust.
She reminded herself that there was a good reason he’d never caved to her mother’s demands.
She must not fool herself into believing this man held any measure of affection for her, even if betimes he did look at her with such incredible longing that her flesh prickled beneath his gaze—the way he was looking at her right now.
He inhaled a slow breath, then let it out, as though trying to master his rage.
Was it rage?
Or was it pain?
He said calmly, but angrily, “Once your mother arrives, you will join me in the chapel for our much-delayed nuptials⁠—”
“Never!” she cried. “I will not!”
Ruthlessly, and without apology, he pulled her tighter against his body, quieting her with the force of this gesture. “Aye, Rhiannon, you will,” he said low, and with unmistakable menace. “Already, I’ve sent for the prelate. Once he arrives, you and I—” He squeezed her again when she opened her mouth to protest. “Will stand before him and graciously accept our vows, with your mother and the Welsh kings as witnesses.”
Rhiannon blinked away tears, hoping against hope that he might at least give her some sense that he wanted this too. “To please my mother?”
His smile thinned. “Ask me no promises, I’ll give you no lies.”
“I—”
He squeezed her one more time, silencing her with the ferocity of his gaze. “You will marry me, Rhiannon,” he said, with quiet menace. “You will be my lady. And I shall speak no more of my fealty to your mother—never again! Do you understand?”
Angry tears filled Rhiannon’s eyes—until he found her hand and pressed something small and sharp into her palm. It took her a full moment to make out the small object… a key?
To what?
He lifted his brows. “Do you understand?” he reiterated.
Dumbfounded, she lifted the key to examine it and blinked in shock. She hadn’t seen this key for five long years, and yet she knew precisely what it was. She knew it because it bore that same odd glimmer as the metal of her shackles. Lifting her eyes to Cael’s, she swallowed convulsively, finally understanding. He released her abruptly.
“My bride’s gift to you,” he said, searching her eyes for comprehension. “Only do me the inestimable favor of waiting before you use it. Speak your vows when the time requires, bide your time. Later, when the time is right, I’ll see you have the opportunity to escape.”
Vows?
Go?
“When?”
There was nothing gentle about his dark look. His jaw worked furiously. “You’re an intelligent woman. You’ll know,” he said. “And, in the meantime, put a smile on your face and pretend that wedding me is the one thing you most wish to do.”
After all this time… Rhiannon would be the lady of Blackwood… and then she would be free.
Dumbfounded, she closed her fist about the precious key. “Why?” she asked.
His lip turned cruelly. “Why do you think, my lovely termagant? The more your mother believes we are aligned, the greater your chance to escape.”
“No, I meant, why—why are you helping me?”
It dawned on her suddenly how much this would cost him. Everything. And still, he meant to do it.
“Why is not important.”
Her brows collided. “Aye, but it is.”
His gaze softened now, his expression incongruous to his words. “If you must know, I do not take kindly to being told what to do. You are not the only one averse to sharing a marriage bed, my beautiful harpy.”
Rhiannon winced. Sweet fates. As much as it pained her to acknowledge it, she sensed the truth of his words, and still there was more that he seemed disinclined to say.
“Thank you,” she said, bewildered.
Did he believe her mother would kill her once their vows were spoken? Some part of her searched for a hidden motive she could live with.
Or did he truly not want her?
Unfortunately, she waited too long to speak.
Another horn blast sounded from the ramparts, and the lord of Blackwood turned on his heels and marched out the door, leaving Rhiannon alone, for the first time without guards. She stared unblinking in the direction he’d gone, and then she peered down at the key in her hand.
The key to her shackles.



Chapter
Four

Rhiannon’s guards did not return.
She stood alone, listening to the distant echo of Cael’s footsteps, ebbing swiftly as he made his way belowstairs.
She could leave, she realized.
Go!
Flee!
As though to emphasize this truth, her wrists burned with new awareness of the enchanted metal that bound them.
The key in her palm seared her flesh like a burning ember.
Until this instant, she hadn’t had any inkling there were varying degrees of “alone.” Alone without companions or visitors, and alone without guards were two wholly different things. Once Cael was gone, silence rang in her ears—an endless silence that left her confused.
No shuffling of feet outside her door.
No sniffles.
No quiet laughter.
No idle chatter.
No taunts, or jeers.
Although, truth be told, these past two years of her confinement, they had all begun to treat her with a modicum of respect. And, of course, she understood why: After all this time, they must assume she and Cael were lovers.
After all, why wouldn’t the lord of Blackwood avail himself of the woman who was meant to be his bride?
The simple fact that Rhiannon had never once wept nor shouted against his advances could easily have been because she’d welcomed his hands and his lips upon her body.
Except she had not, and Cael never once afflicted himself upon her person—not once.
To be sure, the man was a conundrum.
He was her enemy, in truth, but he was also her friend—and never was she more aware of this dichotomy than she was now.
Morwen was here.
How in the name of the Goddess could she face her mother after all Morwen had done?
How could she pretend for even an instant?
Now that she possessed the key, how could she maintain these shackles upon her wrists when her hands ached to squeeze her mother’s throat?
Two of her sisters were dead because of Morwen, and there was nothing anyone could do to remedy that fact, nor bring Morien or Arwyn back, though she could leave here at once and make certain her living sisters remained safe.
She blinked down at the key.
Aye, it was true. She could take off the shackles… here and now. Be free of this cruel binding. But Cael had asked her to bide her time…
Dare she trust him?
Aye… she did.
The lord of Blackwood might be many, many things—a villain, perhaps, no less than her mother—but Rhiannon had never once witnessed him to be a liar.
What if she refused his dictate and walked away—down those stairs, out the door—would he prevent her?
There was only one way to find out, but the longer she stood gaping at the unguarded doorway, the more ambivalent she was.
Her mother had arrived.
To see her wed?
If so, what would be the impetus for Cael to release her now? Did he so much loathe the thought of wedding her?
Perhaps so, but she realized that merely wedding her would never assure him the stewardship of Blackwood. Cael must realize this as well. And if not, he was deaf, because she had told him so at least a thousand times. Blackwood was always meant to go to King Henry’s favorite, Elspeth. Certainly, King Stephen might be inclined to ignore his uncle’s decree, but Rhiannon was neither the eldest Pendragon, nor was she herself of any royal blood—leastways not English.
And yet, she had no doubt about Cael’s ambitions. He coveted Wales, and Stephen had already promised the duchy to him, so long as he maintained Blackwood in good standing. Whether Rhiannon was elder born or nay, she was Welsh by blood, and with the strength of their alliance, he might, indeed, continue to keep the Welsh rebels at bay.
The last thing Stephen needed was to bleed his coffers dry putting down unnecessary rebellions, and the last thing anyone needed was for the Welsh to resume their hostilities. As it was, her mother kept them appeased with her promises.
Thus said, Cael shouldn’t be so quick to release his best claim to Blackwood, a daughter of the Pendragon line. After all, Blackwood belonged to her family, and if Cael couldn’t manage to secure the eldest Pendragon as a bride, Rhiannon would be the next best thing.
So, then… was it a trap?
A show for her mother?
Or perhaps a ruse to convince Rhiannon to speak those loathsome vows, and then afterward he meant to lock her away in that tower. Only, what would that gain him that he didn’t already possess?
Naught, she realized; it would gain him naught.
Nor did she like to think that everything they had shared was meaningless…
At any given point during these past years, Cael might easily have marched her back up to the tower and locked her away, but he had not. To the contrary, he’d moved her into this suite intended for the lady of the castle, and he’d showered her with gifts that were all fit for a beloved wife—perhaps yet another ruse to soften her resolve?
He didn’t need to cajole her. He could very easily have forced her to wed. By Welsh law, Rhiannon couldn’t be forced to marry against her will; but Cael d’Lucy was not beholden to Welsh law. He answered to England’s king. Although Stephen had his troubles with the Papacy, they would never take Rhiannon’s side—a known Welsh witch, a daughter of their mortal foe. If Cael should happen to bring her before an ambassador of the Church, her protests would fall upon deaf ears.
Utterly confused now, she closed her fist about the small key and stared into the darkening hall…
Had he left her door unguarded only to prove a point to her mother—that what?
That he’d finally won Rhiannon’s heart?
That guarding her was unnecessary because she was so pliant?
So, he could give her the freedom she would need later to escape…
The notion accosted her as swiftly and fiercely as did the certitude that Cael d’Lucy was assured little through his marriage to her, but far, far less if he set her free.
So, then… why… why would he help her escape in the final hour, when doing so would only earn him her mother’s wrath?
Never once had he given her any cause to believe he might waver in his allegiance. In fact, he’d always made his intentions very, very clear: He was aligned with Morwen.
His goals—whatever their extent—were bound to hers as well.
So, then… dare she believe that he’d made this decision with his heart, not his head?
It was the look in his eyes before he’d left that convinced her it must be true. For all these years, she had so desperately longed for some proof that his soul was not so black as it seemed. Was this the evidence she’d sought?
Her embittered heart could not believe it!
And perhaps with good reason, because, in truth, releasing her might not be entirely altruistic.
If Rhiannon abandoned Blackwood, he would have one less obstacle in his way.
And, if by chance she were slain during her escape… well, then, he could wash his hands of the entire affair, and call himself blameless. For all intents and purposes, he would have done precisely what her mother expected of him—marry Rhiannon for better or worse.
There is only one woman I have ever loved, and she is not you…
Clasping her fist to her heart, with the key nestled in her palm, Rhiannon sank down on her bed, reminding herself that all things in life bore consequences: Stay or go… she would pay a price…
Tears brimmed in her eyes as she remembered a night so long ago in their cottage at Llanthony—that night she’d convinced her sisters to summon a brume to help Elspeth escape the priory. She’d known then that she would be destined to trade places with Elspeth as Blackwood’s bride. She’d known it with all her heart.
Effectively, her sisters had agreed to the bargain only because no one ever supposed that Rhiannon, with her afflicted eyes, could make an agreeable choice for the great lord of Blackwood. After all, he had bargained for Elspeth, whose pale violet eyes were soft and gentle and whose birthright could provide him Blackwood without contest.
And yet… knowing what she knew about fate, Rhiannon had never doubted her vision. She had known then that this day would arrive, even despite that for all these years it had been all too easy to deny Cael.
For so long they’d played a game of cat and mouse, neither entirely committed to catching a prize. But here they were… precisely as her vision foretold. In scant few hours, she would be wed to the lord of Blackwood—a loveless match, with a single purpose: To bind him to Blackwood.
But Rhiannon had never anticipated this—not this.
If she did as Cael asked, she would become a fugitive, if not from the law, then most certes from her mother. And knowing her mother as she did, Morwen would never stop searching until she found Rhiannon.
Arwyn learned the truth of that the hard way, and so, too, would Rhiannon, if Morwen ever caught her.
Their mother hadn’t a single bone of compassion in her body, and the blood they shared only gave her more cause for enmity.
No matter… how could she not seize this opportunity to escape? Even now, with scant hope of seeing her sisters again, she felt a quickening joy.
What was more: Her heart leapt with anticipation over the return of her magik.
Oh! What glee to feel it coursing through her veins!
Oh! How she missed the tingle beneath her flesh.
The inspiration of power in her breast!
Bide your time, Cael had said.
Bide your time.
And so, she must, despite that she suddenly longed for freedom even more than she did her next breath—oh, what a cruel, cruel jest it would be if he’d purposely given her the wrong key!
Fighting a nearly overwhelming urge to slide it into her shackles and test the lock—because if she removed the shackles, she would never put them back on—she slipped the key into a hidden pocket of her dress.
As children, she and her sisters had learned the value of sewing hidden compartments into the seams of their gowns. All the while living at court, they’d used them to hide foodstuffs from the kitchen—a bit of bread from the table when no one was looking… a grape or two from the King’s plate. A bite of cheese, or length of salted meat. And they had done so without remorse, because even then, they’d been forced to fend for themselves. After all, who should have cared for Morwen’s brats?
It didn’t matter that they were Henry’s daughters as well. And perhaps Henry had honored them well enough by giving them a home in his palace, but behind his back there was no one who would willingly share a morsel with the Welsh witch’s eldritch brats. Her mother was as despised then as she was now, and no matter; that woman lost no sleep. She certainly never once let a thought of hungry bellies stop her from doing her worst, and if they dared complain, she would remind them of their blood, and bade them to figure it out. And so they had. All together they had “figured it out.”
To this day, no matter that Rhiannon hadn’t Seren’s skill with a needle or thread, she fashioned a pocket into every new gown. Although her stitches left much to be desired, the pockets were nearly indistinguishable from her seam—three small threads to keep the material from gaping. The tiny key slid easily between the folds.
Come what may, she would make the decision to trust Lord Blackwood, and not once would she dare peek out of her room, no matter if her guards did not return—mostly because she was afraid that if she went to the door, she might keep going and never return.
But neither did she dare gather her belongings. If her mother should appear in her doorway, she didn’t intend to be caught packing. Therefore, she realized… when she left this place, she would be departing with nothing but the clothes on her back… that and her magik.
Come to think of it, maybe not even that.
She worried whatever magik had been cast upon these shackles, it had depleted her, like darkness banishing light.
Fortunately, the one blessing of these shackles was this: Whilst it allowed no magik to leave her person… neither should it allow any within—at least that’s what Rhiannon presumed, and soon she would put it to the test, because if her mother suspected treachery, she would unleash the worst of her hud du, and not even Cael would manage to survive it. She prayed to the Goddess that he knew what he was doing, and then resigned herself to wait…
It wasn’t long before she was summoned belowstairs.
To her surprise—and to her dismay—along with the summons arrived an unexpected gift: a gown unlike any she’d ever beheld. It was a silvered surcoat, dyed purpure, with a snow-white chainse to wear beneath. Only, no matter how desperately she searched the folds, there was no place to hide a key, and no time to sew a pocket into the dress.
“My lord sent me to help you dress,” explained the girl who brought it—a maidservant Rhiannon hadn’t met before now.
Perhaps noting her confused expression, the girl added, “He said he needed Aelwyd in the kitchen and sent me instead.”
Aelwyd was the only maid who’d ever served Rhiannon, though even Aelwyd had not been altogether companionable. She did her lord’s bidding, and kept her distance, perhaps frightened of what and who Rhiannon was.
“Oh,” said Rhiannon. “Well… no matter. I’ll dress myself.”
“Oh, nay, meistres! What of these?” asked the girl, showing her a fistful of ribbons. “I am bidden to weave them through your hair.”
There were no fewer than twenty ribbons, Rhiannon noted, and she winced over the time it would take to braid them—time she desperately needed to prepare.
“Very well,” she relented, smiling, but her eyes scanned the room, alighting upon an empty ewer. “Oh, but please… I am thirsty. Might I trouble you for a bit of mead?” And then she lifted her hand to show how it trembled. “Nerves, I suppose.”
Eager enough to please, the maid curtsied at once. “Of course, meistres. I’ll go fetch a cup.” And then, smiling still, she rushed out of the room, tossing her ribbons upon a table, leaving Rhiannon alone for the moment.
The very instant she was gone, Rhiannon rushed over to pluck up one of the silver ribbons, lacing it through the eye of her key. She then tied the key firmly to her ribbon, and when that was done, she rushed back to the bed, shoving the ribbon, along with the key, beneath her pillow, scarcely in time to turn and greet the maid, who’d returned too soon with a sheepish smile.
“Owen says I’m not to leave you. He’ll go fetch it.”
Rhiannon frowned, realizing belatedly that her guards must be watching belowstairs. So much for Cael trusting her to do the right thing. And, aye, indeed, so much for believing she could leave if she chose. Although she should have anticipated as much, the revelation disheartened her. Perhaps because it dispelled any notion that she had been given a choice in the matter. And, aye, she would wed Cael d’Lucy, because he demanded it, and she knew that if he set her free, he would do so at his own discretion.
Rotten, misbegotten cur.
Mistaking her downcast expression, the maid tilted Rhiannon a look of compassion. “Oh, please, meistres, don’t worry,
you’ll be lovely,” she said. “I’ll see to it myself, and ye’ll make your mam proud.”
Rhiannon winced.
The thought was unthinkable.
Retrieving the ribbons, the maid brought them over and tossed the entire lot onto the bed, lifting one, then catching a thick lock of Rhiannon’s hair.
“Used to be I lived here when I was a little girl,” said the maid conversationally. “We went away when King Henry took the castle, but your sweet mam brought us back. She cured me and my mam of leprosy.”
Leprosy? Rhiannon’s eyes were drawn to the hands the maid moved so deftly—hands that were devoid of scars. “My mother cured you?” she said with surprise.
The maid smiled warmly. “Aye, meistres. She did. I swear, no matter how terribly they speak o’ her, I know what I know, and I will ever be grateful.”
“Oh,” Rhiannon said, because it explained so much—most notably why Cael had never allowed this girl to serve her before. Only he knew who to trust in this wretched pile of stones. And if he’d sent her here, he must have needed the aid of a servant he trusted. That lifted Rhiannon’s hopes.
She didn’t bother to tell the poor girl that Morwen never did anything for selfless reasons. If she had cured the woman and her mother, she would only have done so to enthrall them. Morwen cultivated sycophants—by whatever means she could, be it hud du, or lies. Therefore, she kept her mouth shut and allowed the maid to plait her hair, taking comfort in the fact that if all went well this eve, she would be long gone from this place by the cock’s first crow.



Chapter
Five
SOMEWHERE NEAR BURY ST. EDMUNDS

Newly returned from negotiations, Giles de Vere was home long enough to see his newborn son, wash, sleep, fill his belly, and then get himself an earful from his wife and his sister by law, then he was back in the saddle, with his brother at his side.
Evidently, the King’s son had desecrated the abbey at Bury St. Edmunds, pillaging the Church coffers and destroying holy relics. Giles was commanded to locate the fool and return him to London to treat with his father, although Giles half hoped someone would put an arrow through the dastard’s heart and save everyone the trouble.
Eustace was a menace to the realm. By now, the King’s son had abused his state in more ways than anyone could count. Not only had he burned Warkworth to the ground, merely to appease his puerile sense of importance, but he injuriously taxed his counties until they complained to the bishops. It was no wonder the Church steadfastly refused to consecrate him, and now that his bear of a mother was dead, he hadn’t many allies remaining, not even his father.
However, the winds of change were blowing in one final tempest and his warrior’s heart anticipated the worst…
All it would take to change the course of history was the death of two very, very mortal men. If Stephen and Duke Henry should happen to find themselves murdered, and if Eustace remained the last man standing, with that witch by his side, the kingdom would come undone.
By now, Giles had come to understand this was not truly the tale of a usurper, nor the uncle betrayed, nor even a grandson so eager to reclaim his birthright.
Rather, it was a story about queens.
Three, to be precise.
First, the Empress Matilda, whose mother kicked up her toes when she was only sixteen, and whose father left her with an uncertain legacy.
The Queen Consort, whose husband was a usurper, and who, no matter how hard she tried, never outran her cousin’s shadow, even in death.
And lastly, the Witch Queen, who, spurned by a young maiden who’d resented her father’s paramours, grew spiteful and treacherous.
But so, it seemed, if politiks were akin to a game of Queen’s Chess, for the time being, the queens were no longer in play on the board: one defeated, one deceased, one now missing.
A few years ago, on threat of excommunication, the Empress Matilda abandoned Devizes Castle and returned to her court in Rouen, leaving her son to assume her battles in England.
Last year, consumed by fever, the Queen Consort died, leaving her sovereign husband to rule without his greatest ally.
Alas, sadly for England, the last queen standing was the most treacherous of all… older by far than Wales, more elusive than a will-o’-the-wisp, more deadly than a fork-tongued adder, Morwen was out there… somewhere, though she’d yet to resurface after Maude’s death—not because she was aggrieved, Giles suspected. Those two were enemies more than allies, despite that the Queen enabled Morwen as much as her husband did. After all, it was the Queen’s indefatigable desire to see her son consecrated that had kept the Welsh witch by her husband’s side, whispering like a viper into his ear. Mercifully, the one thing Morwen no longer had was Stephen’s ear. Nor was his son the heir apparent.
At twenty, Duke Henry was now favored for succession. As the true heir to England’s crown by virtue of his father and grandfather, the Vatican preferred to see Matilda’s elder-born consecrated over his mother or Stephen’s son.
As it stood, barring some unforeseen catastrophe, King Stephen would retain his throne until the event of his death, and thereafter, it would fall to Duke Henry.
At long last, after nineteen years of anarchy, the nation was prepared to settle. Only, naturally, there was one person who was not so pleased by the recent arbitration…
According to the missive, the King’s son left Wallingford in a rage, with a handful of barons who couldn’t stomach the thought of seeing an Angevin on the throne.
Much to Giles’s disgust, at six and twenty, Stephen’s elder-born was no more than a spoilt wretch, and this latest tantrum was yet another example of why no one with half a brain should ever trust him. Add that to his affiliation with Morwen, and it was a dangerous brew.
But this was the true danger of Morwen; her agenda was not Eustace’s agenda, nor was it King Stephen’s. Hers was a far, far more nefarious scheme, and if there was one thing Giles had come to understand, it was that she would do nothing that didn’t serve her purposes.
The King’s son was only a distraction.
Hoping to seize the fool before he did more damage, he and Wilhelm rode south with all due haste, stopping only now and again to rest their horses.
It was dusk on the seventh night, when they arrived at Bury St. Edmunds, greeted by the scent of charred grain and earth.
Mercifully, the stench of blistered flesh was absent from the milieu. Black-faced with ash, the entire flock could be found in the fields, salvaging what little remained—spring crops that would yield no ale, but at least the fire, far from prescribed, would improve the health of the field.
Abbot Ording rushed to greet them. “My lords,” he cried. “Welcome! Welcome!”
Giles alone dismounted, swinging one leg over his saddle to plant his feet on the ground. “He’s gone?”
There was no need to say who.
Ording crossed himself and kissed the tip of a thumb. “Aye, my lords. He took to his mount in a fit of rage after he realized most of the coffers had no keys.”
“No keys?”
“Well, my lord,” he said, his cheeks blooming red. “There are keys, of course. However, only one brother may ever be apprised where they are kept. We… er… locked him in the silo when the King’s son arrived. Verily, ’tis far simpler to make away with a single pricket than coffers full of gold.” The man crossed himself again. “Even so, he took a cartload, but we hadn’t another cart available for use—we burned them all in the barn,” he said behind a hand. “So, he set fire to the fields in retribution, all the while cursing over Angevin hell spawns.”
He was referring to Duke Henry, whose father was Angevin by birth. Giles re-examined the fields, his gaze finding the barn, which was also destroyed. It was difficult to say who’d wrought the most damage on this abbey—the monks themselves, or the Prince and his cronies.
Mounted and silent, his brother studied the blackened fields, swallowing visibly—no doubt recalling the burning at Warkworth, where Wilhelm, alone, had hauled out their dead. “Bastard,” his brother said low. “I’d like to set fire to his arse.”
Abbot Ording started over the blasphemy, crossing himself again. “My lord! You mustn’t say so: two wrongs do not make a right,” the priest scolded. “You wouldst do far better to pray for the prince’s soul.”
“You pray for his soul,” countered Wilhelm. “I’d sooner give the stupid cunt something to pray about.”
At six-foot-five and weighing more than sixteen stone, Wilhelm’s threat was hardly innocuous. Abbot Ording shuffled closer to Giles, although in truth, he should have worried more over Giles… if only he knew.
Erudite though he might appear, Giles was a paladin—a polite title for his post to a company of what amounted to no more than a troupe of assassins.
Perhaps it might seem odd that the King would hire one of his kind to retrieve his wayward son, but this was a true testament to the state of the realm. Giles understood why Stephen had called for his help instead of one of his own. Firstly, Giles was bound by his faith to exercise every option before dispensing “God’s justice.” But far more importantly, if Stephen had to call upon his own Rex Militum, his son wouldn’t survive the day. At the instant, Eustace was the most hated man on the continent, and no less so by the King’s personal guards.
“You came so swiftly,” said Ording, endeavoring to change the subject. “We thank you! Alas, though, there is nothing more to be done.” His demeanor changed now. “I… I’m afraid we haven’t much ale remaining, and in truth, we haven’t much of anything. The prince emptied our larders as well, though we could offer you a warm bowl of gruel if you like—or if you hurry, you might still catch him at Edwardstone.”
“Is that where he went?”
Abbot Ording lifted a shoulder. “We cannot know for certes, my lords, but he did hasten away with the name of that abbey on his lips. If you hurry, you may catch him.”
It was clear enough that the good Abbot didn’t relish the notion of either of them remaining to sup. “Fret not, Good Father,” said Giles. “Keep your gruel for your weary men. By the looks of your flock, they’ll need it more than we do.”
“Oh, thank you, my son!” said Ording, with a grateful bow. “Thank you so much!”
“Miserly Benedictines,” groused Wilhelm.
With a lifted brow for Wilhelm, Giles turned to reclaim his saddle, assuring the priest, “I’ll send word to Warkworth to dispatch more supplies. You’ll have more than enough to replenish your larders within the fortnight. Take it as our gift to God.”
“Oh, thank you! Thank you!” said Ording. “God bless you—” He cast a wary glance toward Wilhelm, and said again, “God bless you both!”
“Keep your blessings,” groused Wilhelm. “Save them for Eustace. The bastard’s going to need every prayer he can get if I get my hands around his throat.”
“Nay, my lord!” chided Ording. “That is treason! He is still the King’s son.” He crooked a finger at Wilhelm. “Remember… as he hung on the cross, our Lord said, ‘Forgive them, for they know not what they do.’ I tell you true, no man may pass judgment in this realm.” Abbot Ording lifted his chin, scarcely able to meet Wilhelm’s gaze. “‘Vengeance is mine, I shall repay, sayeth the Lord.’”
Giles smiled faintly. Little did the man realize… he was God’s vengeance on this earth.
“‘If your enemy be hungry, you must feed him,’” continued Ording, heedless of the ire his words were inspiring in a man whose faith had died the night Warkworth burned. “‘If he be thirsty, give him drink; for by doing so ye shall heap burning coals upon his head!’”
“So, I see,” said Wilhelm, sardonically. “You feed your enemies, but not your allies. ’Tis quite enlightening, Good Father. Thank you for that clarification. I see now that you follow your scripture to the letter.” He patted his empty belly to make a point, and thankfully, the Abbot was silenced by the rebuke, though his cheeks bloomed red.
Wishing Wilhelm would shut his gob, Giles cursed softly beneath his breath as he gave the Abbot a farewell nod and a wave good-bye, then a final warning glance toward his brother. It was only after they were away that he dared to rebuke Wilhelm for his churlishness.
“God’s bones! The years have yet to mellow you, brother. One of these days you’ll say the wrong thing to the wrong person, and we’ll both find our necks in a noose.”
“That man is a greedy cur,” Wilhelm said defensively. “We came more than eighty leagues to his rescue, and still, he cannot spare a measly mug of ale?”
Giles sighed. “If ’tis true what he claims, he may not even have enough for his own men. Wouldst you have him share with you his last bowl of gruel when we have more than enough in our satchels to fill our bellies for a sennight?”
Wilhelm grumbled loudly. “I warrant he’s got more’n he claims. You heard him: He managed to save ‘coffers full of gold,’ so he can pay for more supplies, still you gift him more?”
“The time for hoarding is done,” said Giles. “We’ve more than enough to share, and a siege of Warkworth is no longer likely.”
“Says who?”
Giles slid his brother a sideways glance, realizing how worried the man must be. Edwardstone was nowhere near Warkworth, and neither was the castle any longer vulnerable, but he couldn’t precisely allay his brother’s fears.
For one thing, he couldn’t yet tell Wilhelm anything about the envoy due to arrive at Warkworth soon, with its precious cargo. If he knew, he would immediately return, for fear of his wife’s wellbeing. For another, who was to say in this current clime, and with Eustace’s current state of mind, that he would not find just cause to avenge their support of his father. After all, it was at a time precisely like this that he’d ridden south from Aldergh to burn Warkworth.
Furthermore, it was no secret that Giles had fervently lent himself to the negotiations at Wallingford, and that he’d lobbied vigorously in defense of Duke Henry. And everyone also knew that Warkworth enjoyed the support of the Vatican, the very entity that so long denied Eustace his confirmation.
Therefore, in truth, Eustace had more than enough cause to attack Warkworth, and despite this, Giles sensed he would not—not yet, at any rate. If ever he returned to Warkworth, it would be with Morwen by his side, and they would come for the Pendragon sisters. But this was why they must locate Eustace with all due haste and return him to London. They must find the fool before Morwen found him. And then they must hie back to Warkworth to meet their guests.
Reaching back into his saddlebag, he snatched a bit of salted meat and tossed it over to his brother. “Fill your belly,” he demanded. “We’ve another five leagues to ride, and I’ll warrant the prior at Edwardstone will find you less churlish if you settle that demon in your belly.”
With a scowl on his face, Wilhelm caught the length of salted meat.
“Our battle is not with God, Wilhelm, nor with those poor monks. They, too, have suffered because of Eustace. You would do well to remember what it feels like.”
His brother all but snarled as he shoved one end of the salted meat into his mouth, and said, with a mouthful, “Betimes you’re an imperious ass.”
Giles’s face split with a toothy grin. “Only betimes?”
Reluctantly perhaps, his brother’s lips turned up at one corner, revealing a hint of a smile that betimes mirrored Giles’s. But the smile didn’t quite reach his eyes. “I’ll wager five marks he’s not gone to Edwardstone,” said Wilhelm as he chewed.
“You think Ording lied?”
“Nay,” said Wilhelm. “I just think he wanted us gone and it was the first thing that came to his lips.”
Giles arched a brow, intrigued by the conjecture and the wager. “Silver or gold?”
“Gold,” said Wilhelm as he chewed.
An entire month’s wages.
“Where to?”
“Darkwood.”
“Darkwood?” asked Giles. “What makes you so certain, brother?”
“Well… consider it… that mean little shit might not give a damn that he’s defiling God’s lands, but I warrant his men will. See how you rush to chasten me for words alone? After Bury St. Edmunds, they’ll abandon him for fear of God’s wrath.”
“Probably, but why Darkwood?”
“Only think on it,” suggested Wilhelm. “Money will not gain him what he wants, but Morwen could give it to him yet. And where would you go if you meant to seek that Welsh witch?”
Darkwood Inn was more than a den of thieves. It was Morwen’s enterprise, so they’d discovered some years ago. She, alone, was Darkwood’s patron, and though she might not be in residence, that inn keeper would know how to reach her. Giles gave his brother a nod, and without another word, he turned his mount.
His brother followed suit.



Chapter
Six

The former lady of Blackwood arrived with, all things considered, a small retinue. Thankfully, none of the bunch happened to be Mordecai. For that much, Cael was grateful. Her manservant was nosy, intrusive, and the first thing he seemed to like to do, every time, was pore through the castle to see what he could find. Preventing Mordecai from gleaning their plans would have been nigh impossible, and there was no way Marcella could finish her task in the courtyard with Mordecai milling about. As it was, he sent Morwen’s Welsh “guests” with escorts to see to their quarters and personally kept Morwen preoccupied, so she wouldn’t run to admire her Unholy Grail. Hopefully, in the meantime, Marcella would find a way to mask the scent of her potion, because Morwen had the nose of a bloodhound.
He cringed now as she sniffed the air, like a dog following a scent, and he moved quickly to distract her. “I see you managed to wrest Owain from his throne of twigs.”
She arched a brow. “Art jealous, my pet?”
“Hardly. He’s cocksure, no doubt, but he’s already made himself an enemy of the one man who helped him take his throne.”
“Cadwaladr?”
“Aye.”
“If I have my way, he’ll be driven into exile. Don’t worry. We’ll dispose of Owain soon enough,” she said. “You’ll take his island then. For now, we need his armies.”
“Even the best of Welsh bowmen won’t stand against Stephen.”
“He’s weaker than you think,” she said. “And besides, we only need one.”
“So, then, you have news from Wallingford?”
“Nay,” she groused, removing her gloves and snapping them with annoyance. “You?”
Cael shook his head. “Nay. Apparently, whatever compromise they’ve agreed to is now only privy to those who were present in the marquee. I’ve not heard a whisper.”
“Your… spy?”
“Nay,” said Cael, again. “Not a word.”
“Pity,” said Morwen, though her tone seemed hardly disturbed. “Really, my lord, how am I supposed to plan my revenge if I haven’t any notion what that fool means to do?”
Cael didn’t bother to point out that had he remained with the King as was originally intended, he would have been a witness to the entire negotiation. But that was a moot point now, because here he was, and so was she.
“Don’t worry,” she said again. “Without Maude to temper his tantrums, he is prone to maudlin fits of pride. For all we know, he may have already refused Duke Henry’s demands. After all, we know how arrogant that little whelp can be, and if such is the case, Eustace shall remain his heir.”
“Doubtful,” said Cael, and because it had never been his way to mince words, he didn’t intend to begin now. “Unless you have something momentous planned, you ought to begin wooing Duke Henry. Despite that the news has not been made public yet, I know enough to know he will walk away with the spoils. If not today, then later.”
Morwen clucked with disdain, lifting a hand to silence him. “I weary of speculation, Lord Blackwood. If you cannot provide me facts, speak naught at all.”
A muscle ticked at Cael’s jaw, though he nodded, ceding to Morwen’s will, for the moment. He wasn’t always so compliant, and he knew she valued his unbridled advice, but today was not the day to test her. In truth, he would like to have told her naught at all. He was growing ever so weary of her brusque demeanor, and the prize at the end of this journey was beginning to look like no prize at all. It could well be that, in the end, their affiliation would bring him naught but grief, and Owain would keep Anglesey.
“What of my daughter?” she asked, contempt dripping from her tone.
“She has agreed.”
Morwen tilted him a glance. “So, you have said, but I cannot rightly conceive it. My daughter is a shrew if ever I met one. Tell me, you must have fucked her?”
Cael forced a smile, ignoring her rude question. “You will see,” he said, and hoped his tone sounded appropriately optimistic. “She has changed.”
“I hope so,” she said, and shrugged off her fur cloak, laying it into the hands of one of her attendants. The man dusted it off, then departed without so much as inquiring as to which room she would be assigned.
“Wait!” said Cael, not wanting him to pass through the courtyard. “Take it to the lord’s chamber,” he commanded the servant, and pointed to the stairwell.
Morwen offered him a coy smile. “How lovely. You would provide me your bed chamber? Do tell, my lord… will you be joining me as well?”
“On my wedding night?” he asked, with a well-calculated wink. “Alas, nay,” he said. “For the purpose of this evening, I will happily share my lady’s bower. ’Twill be easier that way, and perhaps it may afford us more… privacy.”
“You must know I have talents my daughter does not.”
“I’d never disrespect you, meistres.”
She cast him a sideways glance. “You are ever a spoilsport, my lord. And you bore me, in truth.”
“Aww, well. I’m quite certain you haven’t any use for an old goat like me,” he said, and then he added, “You’ll be comfortable in the lord’s chamber and I presume you’ll enjoy a view of tonight’s celebration from the inner balcony.”
Built adjacent to the tower, joined by an ancient, ivy-tangled courtyard, the great hall consisted of two levels—the great hall itself, and the lord’s apartments on the second floor. The kitchens were nearby, attached by a loggia. No doubt, Morwen would enjoy a good glass of mead as she surveyed her minions in the comfort of a robe—or at least, the thought of it should please her…
The reality would be somewhat removed from this plan. Fortunately, he knew she coveted the lord’s chamber, and it suited his purposes to put her off her guard.
Like Mordecai, she rather enjoyed a good snoop, and, after all, if a man had anything to hide at all, he would keep it in the privacy of his quarters. Still, Morwen found a reason to grouse. She was as distractible as she was irascible today. Hopefully both would work in his favor.
“Since when have you allowed my daughter the use of my suite in the tower?”
“Some time ago,” Cael confessed, his shoulders tight as he braced for Morwen’s displeasure. “You must admit, I could scarcely have expected to win Rhiannon over by keeping her in a cell, so I thought it prudent to give her a place of honor. She’s in many ways her mother’s daughter.”
Morwen huffed in response. “Naturally,” she said, as they arrived in the main hall, and moved toward the dais. “But you needn’t have wooed the bitch. If you were half the man you are purported to be, you’d have dragged my ungrateful daughter before a prelate long before today. Instead, here you are playing nursemaid and catering to her every whim.”
“Hardly,” he said.
“I have my little birds,” she reminded him, and Cael tensed, wondering if her “little birds” had already told her about their moonlight brewing. Marcella had been working all night long to prepare the potion, and though she’d finished early this morning, she spent the entirety of the day trying to cover up the smell. Thankfully, Morwen didn’t ask to see her cauldron—though whether this was a good or bad thing was yet to be determined. Instead, she led the way to the dais, comporting herself as though she were already mistress of Blackwood, which, to some extent, she probably was.
Half his denizens he did not trust. The other half he trusted with his life—and that was a good thing, because tonight, that’s precisely what he had to lose. “Have you any wish to refresh before the feast?” he asked politely.
“Nay,” she snapped. “Worry not, my lord. The journey here was not too arduous. And, really, I care nothing for my daughter’s nuptials—leastways not beyond the rewards I will reap. You did your job well enough, and, as promised, I will reward you in turn. Too bad you don’t seem particularly inclined to take your payment in my bed.”
Cael stiffened. “Not if you mean for Rhiannon to believe I have given her my heart,” he said. And then, because curiosity needled him, he dared to pry. “By the by… you never said where you have been sheltering, meistres. Much has trans⁠—”
“I can be found when there is need,” she replied, and then she said no more. The woman was as cunning as her “little birds.” In fact, wherever she’d kept herself these past three years, she’d kept her whereabouts entirely secret. But Cael suspected she must be close—somewhere she could keep a wary eye on her precious cauldron. She had not kept her head all these years without keeping a few secrets. According to his own “little birds,” she’d not called upon Darkwood in quite some time.
“You brewed my honey wine!” she cried at the top of her lungs. “I thought I smelled mead.”
It was her preference of drink. And while it was not Cael’s, he nodded to a servant girl waiting to serve them. “I’ll have some as well,” he told her.
Only then was she appeased. Without bothering to ask which seat to take, she assumed the seat to the immediate left of the lord’s chair—the one that, according to propriety, should be left for his bride. “Let us talk,” she demanded, with a satisfied smile. “We have much to discuss.”



Chapter
Seven

“And then, once the vows are spoken, I⁠—”
All chatter ceased abruptly as Rhiannon floated into the hall amidst a billowing cloud of gilded purple. Thereafter, it was all Cael could do to keep his attention on the woman seated beside him—his means for revenge, like that sword that once doomed his soul. And yet… no longer was the object of his lust a spellbound blade, but a flame-haired beauty draped in silvered thread. She was lovely—more so than he could ever have imagined after greeting her fresh from that tumbril five years ago. But the dress…
Dyed a true purpure, the long flowing sleeves and surcoat were dark and rich. By contrast, the sendal chainse was paler than the palest shade of a new moon.
Moreover, she’d plaited her thick tresses into lovely braids that fell to each side of her flawless face, completing the look with silver ribbons that were each interwoven throughout the plaits. Altogether, the metallic threads glistened, reflecting the torchlight in such a manner that it appeared she glowed like the sword his hands once ached to hold.
Enchanting…
Even her damnable mother was gobsmacked by the sight of her, though she covered her shock with a discreet little cough. “How… beautiful,” she said.
Morwen herself was stunning for her age—a greater feat than most realized since no one had any notion of her true age. Not even Cael knew for sure, though he knew who she was and whence she’d come, and that was shocking enough, though not as shocking as the envy that was so palpable in a mother’s voice—as conspicuous as the silver threads so masterfully woven throughout Rhiannon’s attire.
“I… have… never seen… anything… so… exquisite.”
“Indeed,” said Cael, though she was speaking of the dress, he presumed. He himself was enamored of the woman, and he found himself bitterly envious over the way the shimmering fabric clung so possessively to her curves.
To cover his stupefaction, he leaned close to whisper into Morwen’s ear, and he had no need to feign the admiration he felt. “A wedding gift from my cousin. So pleased you agree.”
“Of course,” she said, though Cael could hear envy dripping from her tone. And then she found and grasped a thread of joy, “Didn’t I tell you that dolt would prove useful?”
“It’s not from Graeham,” he said quickly. “It’s from Marcella. She’s come to pay her respects.”
Morwen’s smile vanished. “Marcella?” She inspected her fingernails, her expression turning grim. “Really?” she said. “Is she tired of the shrew already?”
Cael shrugged. “Apparently so. She has assured me that her loyalties are no longer with the Empress, but to the people of Wales. She claims she doesn’t care how the King’s negotiations end, so long as they benefit the realm.”
“The realm,” Morwen scoffed. “More like, she longs to return to your bed.”
“Or perhaps yours?” he suggested. “It was never mine that brought her such joy.”
Her eyes glittered fiercely. “I really don’t care about that! All I care to know is this: Do you trust her?”
Cael shrugged. “So much as I trust you,” he said easily, and the implication wasn’t entirely lost to Morwen. He watched a veil fall over her eyes and smiled.
“Take care,” she said darkly. “Marcella will bring trouble.” And then her gaze returned to her daughter as she added, “Though, in truth, you might be more concerned about Rhiannon.” Her shrewd gaze shifted to the reliquary that lay hidden beneath his tunic—a relic that stung his flesh, and yet, he never removed it. He peered down to discover it was emanating a strange glow, and his brows knit. He’d never noticed that before. Then again, it was the first time in Morwen’s presence that they’d dared speak of the artifact, calling his attention to it… odd.
“You would be wise to keep
that out of her sight,” she advised. “Indeed, she seems content enough for the moment, but she is no fool. You haven’t any notion how much hell she will unleash if she learns what that is.”
Cael smiled tightly, unable to constrain himself. “Like mother, like daughter,” he agreed, and then he returned his attention to his beauteous bride, who was now making her way through the aisle, greeting vassals as though she knew them all by name—she did not. Her time as his ward had not been so reckless as that. Blackwood was full of Morwen’s spies, and he’d made good and certain Rhiannon knew it as well.
One by one his guests rose from their seats to greet the future lady of Blackwood. The Lord Rhys and his father, Maredudd ap Gruffydd, rose and hailed her as she passed. Rhiannon stopped to greet the man, taking the elder’s hand, and offering him a courteous bow.
Good girl, he thought.
It would serve their ruse all the better if her mother believed she came to him willingly, and that she honored the alliance.
He was entirely relieved to see she’d heeded his advice. Had she attempted an early escape, there would be nothing he could do to prevent her mother from doing her worst—not so long as she held Cael’s fate in her hands.
Indeed, Rhiannon was a wise little bird…
Perhaps wiser than her mother could possibly know.
But he knew.
She was passionate, brave, loyal and intelligent, and so much as he’d resisted the bent to admire her, he nevertheless did.
Never once had he allowed her to win at a game of Queen’s Chess; she’d matched him point for point, and gave no quarter, pursuing him as artfully as a courtier, sealing his fate time after time. She was as cunning as she was lovely, and neither did she need magik to best him.
Nay, indeed, she was here because she, too, was playing a game, and he wondered… what did she consider to be the ultimate prize?
The obvious answer was her freedom, but some tiny part of him hoped…
Would she take some small pride in taking his name?
“Excuse me,” he said, rising abruptly, intending to play the part of the smitten groom—nor would it be particularly difficult … so long as he didn’t consider the evening’s conclusion.
God’s bones, he would miss her—far more than he was willing to confess.
“Of course,” said Morwen, though he felt her eyes boring into his back as he abandoned her upon the dais. Good.
If she was already warning him about his misplaced trust and affection for her daughter, everything was going according to plan. For everyone’s sake, it was crucial that Morwen believe he, too, had been betrayed. But he was no fool. If she suspected aught was amiss, this was not the time or place she would reveal her hand.
THIS WAS NOT the greeting Rhiannon had anticipated. Inconceivably, there were looks of adoration as she passed, although she couldn’t help but wonder how much of the pageantry was an act. For all that the hall seemed to abound with laughter, she sensed vipers coiled beneath the tables, waiting for her to pass to strike.
How many of these guests had arrived with her mother?
How many were loyal to Cael?
Whatever the case, none of them were Rhiannon’s allies, and precisely as the maid who’d dressed her had made so perfectly clear, no one attending this evening would take her side against Morwen—except Cael.
Cursing Cael for leaving her to parade herself alone through this hall, she held her breath as she made her way to the dais, encountering a sea of curious gazes—blue eyes, green, brown… only she was acutely aware of one very canny pair of golden eyes, watching every move she made. And regardless, her gaze was drawn, not to Morwen’s, but to the steely pair of eyes of the man who’d risen from his seat and now wended his way toward her…
Cael.
Dressed in an elegant black surcoat, his eyes glinted mercurially, begging caution. Clearly, he understood, as she understood, that one wrong word would force an end to their charade, and perhaps to their lives as well.
Behind Cael, her mother sat very still upon the dais, watching, like a spider waiting to see what prey would wander into her web. But, of course, she was nothing if not clever, and Rhiannon was infinitely grateful that Cael was brave enough—or witless enough—to defy her.
Surely, he must have some ulterior motive; it simply couldn’t be that he cared for her…
Catching her by the arm, he drew her close to whisper in her ear. “Kiss me as though you mean it,” he demanded, and then took her face into his hands, as a lover might, cupping her cheeks with such tender ferocity that Rhiannon was momentarily stunned by the gesture.
Never in her life had she been kissed by any man, but the dark look in Cael’s eyes before he possessed her mouth effectively silenced her protest. For an interminable moment, she was too stunned even to nod.
Sweet, sweet fates!
The instant his mouth—hot, wet and persistent—found hers, in full view of so many witnesses, it stole away her breath.
No one present could call this a lie.
No one had any true inkling what transpired in the privacy of her bedchamber. For all they knew, this was merely one of many kisses that came before it. “Cael,” she breathed, though she wasn’t sure it was a protest. To all watching, there could be no question; they must be lovers.
“Cael,” she whispered, again, as he grinned, breaking the kiss to peer at her with an odd glimmer in his eyes that could only be mistaken for affection. He caressed her flushed cheek with a thumb and Rhiannon hadn’t any clue how long she clung to him, only that sudden and raucous laughter erupted amidst the courtiers and guests. Rude jests were made.
“He can’t even wait for the vows,” said a man very gleefully.
“Look at the lance in his breeches!”
“I warrant he’ll stab her and good,” said another.
“There’s no time,” Cael whispered. “Play the part of a besotted bride, and all will go as planned.”
“When?” she asked.
“You’ll know,” he promised, and then, what seemed a full eternity later, he finally released her, and then took her by the hand, a beloved lord performing for his audience.
“Please… forgive my lusty greeting. I am a man too-long deprived,” he said, and then he laughed, and leaned toward Rhiannon once more to say, “Forgive me.” But he pecked her on the cheek.
More cheers resounded, and now, at last, Rhiannon chanced to look at the dais where her mother remained seated, smiling very tersely. After a moment, she, too, rose from her seat. “A toast!” she shouted, her voice silencing the revelers. “To my beauteous daughter and her dutiful champion!” She tilted her head ever so slightly and smiled disingenuously. “At long last, a daughter of Avalon returns to Blackwood!”
“Hear! Hear!” echoed the crowd, and Rhiannon swallowed a knot of fear that rose to choke her.
Morwen was a master at mindspeaking. She could betimes read minds as well—did she know?
The absence of her mother’s voice in her head was heartening. But, if in fact the shackles effectively blocked her magik, then it was still quite possible she could read the truth in Cael’s mind, no matter if she couldn’t read Rhiannon’s. Forcing her lips into a tremulous smile, her heart remained confused by the man whose hand she held.
Goddess, please! she begged. Wasn’t it impossible to kiss a woman so profoundly and not have some measure of feeling behind it? Could it be that Cael cared for her? After all these years had he discovered in his heart some measure of compassion for Morwen’s second eldest?
It was Cael’s turn to speak. “Friends!” he said, grinning proudly. “My lady and I—” He gave Morwen a discreet nod. “Will go speak our vows in the privacy of our chapel, and then return… to celebrate alongside you.”
Another hearty round of cheers erupted.
Up on the dais, Morwen took this as her cue. She laid her glass of mead down on the table and made to join them. Still, her golden eyes slitted suspiciously, and Rhiannon’s heart prickled with fear.
“In the meantime,” Cael added, his voice carrying like thunder through the hall. “Please, stay! Enjoy libations.”
Without warning, he jerked Rhiannon’s hand very rudely, turning her so that they preceded Morwen into the courtyard. All the while smiling at folks, he spoke between his teeth. “Guard your words as I will mine. Endure the ceremony with a smile, and you will soon be shed of me.”
He lifted her hand to kiss it gently, and Rhiannon felt another prickle rush down her spine—only this time it wasn’t fear. But, nay, could it be anticipation?
And then a thought occurred to her…
Did he mean to collect her virginity before setting her free?
If he did not, would they still be wed in the eyes of the law?
Did she want a bedding?
Surely not!
Goddess, lend me strength, she thought. No matter what he said or what he did, Cael was still her mother’s ally, and simply by virtue of this fact, he was still her mortal enemy.
How in the name of the Goddess could she crave another shocking taste of his traitorous mouth?
Plagued with thoughts she ought not be thinking, she allowed him to lead her out the door, into the courtyard, and mindlessly toward the chapel, all the while her mother followed behind.



Chapter
Eight

The scent of decayed lilacs filled the courtyard.
Even as they trampled sunbaked blossoms, the perfume brought a sting to Rhiannon’s eyes. It was perhaps meant to be lovely, but the effect was cloying—an opinion clearly shared by the pinch-nosed prelate awaiting them inside the windowless sanctuary: No doubt he was incensed to be called from Abbey Dore to preside over a ceremony for “heathens,” only to suffer a megrim over the decor of this Roman-style chapel, with its arched entries, fat pillars and half-finished wooden apse.
Perhaps the church was meant to be grand in its day, but it was bleak now and hardly equipped to be used in modernity. With cracks in the mortared stone and a pocked and rubbled floor, it was not even so well-kept as the ivy-tangled courtyard that harbored her mother’s cauldron—an eglwys so much as this was, though its ceiling was not vaulted between pillars, but rather an open sky, and its altar was a pagan relic of bygone days. That, too, must have annoyed the Cistercian, judging by his downturned lips. She recognized his order by his robes—crude, undyed wool to proclaim his penury before God. His order also rejected the black robes of their fellows, and his shoes were made of cowhide, not Cordoba leather. However, like most monks, he was tonsured—the crown of his head shaved, leaving a band of hair below his ears, to symbolize his crown of thorns.
Why her mother did not call upon Llanthony, Rhiannon didn’t know, but she wondered if it had something to do with a rumor she’d heard that the old goat Ersinius was finally dead.
Reminding herself that no one attending today could possibly guess at the bargain she’d struck with Cael—or that he was aught but a besotted lover—she drew a smile on her face to hide the trembling of her lips.
Her betrothed was solicitous throughout the entire ceremony, holding her hand and making room for her beside him on the chancel, smoothing a loose strand of hair from her face.
For her part, she found herself heartily confused by his ministrations—and perhaps her mother was, as well. Morwen’s disgust was writ plainly upon her face. Although, in fact, she coveted this alliance, she clearly didn’t relish the notion of her daughter winning her husband’s heart—little did she realize.
“Is there any man here who opposes the union?” asked the prelate, and for an instant, Rhiannon thought her mother would speak—and so she did, but they were not words anyone anticipated.
“You sack of bones! There are three witnesses in attendance. Do you believe we’re standing in this joyless crypt for our own pleasure? Nay! Get on with it, you lout!”
The expressions that flitted across the prelate’s face were entirely laughable. Anger, followed by fear. Though he daren’t even look at Morwen to chide her, and one of Cael’s guards coughed loudly to cover a choke of laughter.
The prelate cocked his head to plead his case with Cael, but the lord of Blackwood’s expression remained sober. “Go on,” he commanded the man.
They finished in short order—Christian vows only, though Rhiannon was not of that order, and she doubted Cael was either. Certainly, Morwen was as far from being a good Christian as any woman could be. In fact, standing amidst the shifting light inside the chapel, her mother’s starkly beautiful face twisted under the play of light and shadow, making her appear very much like the demon she was.
All the while, as the prelate sniffed with disapproval, her mother’s lips curled on the verge of a snarl. She remained silent thereafter, looking this way and that, studying the priest, then Cael… then Rhiannon.
Even Cael seemed tense, though he gave her a reassuring squeeze. But the gesture only managed to confuse her more. Throughout the entire ceremony, she stood, deaf and dumb, the moment passing like a dream—good or bad remained to be seen. Although if Morwen thought anything of Rhiannon’s uncharacteristically quiet demeanor, she mistook it for nerves, because after the ceremony was done, and their vows were spoken, they quit the chapel forthwith, and made their way back to the hall uneventfully—all but for one instant, when her mother swept to the fore, preceding them into the courtyard. She cast an impatient glance toward her cauldron, then turned away, and Rhiannon thought she heard Cael sigh in relief. And no matter, he oughtn’t rest so easily… not yet. Now was the Golden Hour when her mother’s hud would be at its strongest. Even wearing these shackles, Rhiannon could feel potential rise in the air like tension. That woman was the scourge of Wales, and the bane of men—not to mention a murderer of her own kindred.
Her sisters were dead now because of her, and if Morwen had her way, she would slaughter the remainder of her daughters, beginning with Rhiannon.
Verily, if her mother turned on her now, she wouldn’t be strong enough to defend herself. Even as she acknowledged the truth of that, her shackles weighed heavier. Therefore, she kept her mouth shut, and guarded her thoughts, all the while the silver key stung her flesh where it fell between the curves of her breasts.
Soon.
Soon she would be gone.
Bide your time, as Cael suggested.
Hatred tempted her tongue, but prudence kept her gaze fixed upon her mother’s back. And even so, she could feel the witch’s presence as surely as her lips could feel Cael’s very passionate kiss—sweet fates, every time she thought of that kiss, she felt a strange ache in her bosom that teased her all the way to her womb.
He has branded me, she thought.
In all these years, she’d never once dared to think of him that way—not like that! —and it was as though that damnable kiss somehow shone a light on a dark place in her soul where she’d hidden all her feelings.
Now she could no longer lie to herself and claim she didn’t love him… because… against all odds… she did.
Sweet Goddess, how?
How could any sane woman love a man who’d kept her imprisoned for so many years?
And yet…
Swallowing, Rhiannon dared to cast a glance at the man who was risking so much to free her. His hair, dark as coal, glistened by twilight. His cheeks and nose were chiseled hard in profile, and the color of his skin, unlike her own, was sun-kissed and gold. If he sensed her scrutiny, he didn’t look to meet her gaze…
It didn’t feel like a celebration, more a funeral procession. Side by side they re-entered Blackwood’s vestibule and hall, and once there and reunited with their guests, their solemnity ended forthwith. Cael’s lips broke into a hearty grin. He lifted their joined hands as though to display them for their guests. Rhiannon’s ever-present bracelet glinted inauspiciously against the flickering torchlight. “Behold!” he said. “The new mistress of Blackwood!”
A round of cheers erupted throughout the hall, and the musicians began to play, and then, and only then did Rhiannon dare to assess her mother…
Morwen’s eyes glinted wolfishly…
As though she knew.

IN THE NAME of King Stephen, Lord Protector of England, Wilhelm and Giles searched every room at Darkwood, including a dirty kitchen, two storerooms, and a “workshop” containing little more than a stained and foul-smelling cot, a rusty brazier and a soiled chamber pot. That room smelled sourly of sex, but there was no one within, nor was there anyone in any room they encountered, aside from an elderly cook, and an impossibly skinny, pale-faced tavern boy.
Considering the innkeeper’s tensions—as though he feared being discovered—and hoping against hope that he might encounter Morwen herself, Giles pressed on, one hand firmly on the hilt of his sword.
Sour-faced, the innkeeper led them, complaining over the imminent displeasure of his benefactor. “She won’t be taking to it kindly,” he said.
“Morwen?” inquired Giles, as he opened one last door, and peered into another empty room.
It was Eustace he was tasked to retrieve, but he wouldn’t turn away the opportunity to return the Welsh witch to her prison in the White Tower—for what, precisely, he didn’t know yet, because so far as anyone knew, Morwen had done naught recently save to eschew Stephen’s court. That was no crime, but for the sake of his wife and her sisters, he would endeavor to think of something. And, if he could not, he’d take the bitch’s head, and accept whatever consequence arose. Unfortunately—or perhaps fortunately, as the case might be—it was not a decision Giles would be forced to make. In the end, there was no sign of Eustace, nor his guileful benefactress—or at least no indication she’d been there in quite some time, or even that she was meant to return. “I don’t know any Marwen,” said the innkeeper, purposely mispronouncing her name, but there was something in his shifty eyes that called him a liar.
“Who then?” demanded Giles.
“None o’ yourn,” the man retorted.
Removing his hand from the hilt of his sword, Giles narrowed his gaze, considering his options…
Burly as the innkeeper was, he had enough arrogance and mettle to stand up to a lord bearing the King’s seal. Sweaty though he might be, and shifty as he was, there was naught about the look in his eyes that betrayed any fear. So, then, he must feel quite reassured by the influence of his benefactress “Marwen.”
“What of Eustace?” snapped Wilhelm.
The innkeeper snapped back, “I don’t know ‘im!”
“So, you’ve never heard of the King’s son?” pressed Wilhelm.
“What makes ye think our good Prince would lower himself to come here?”
“So, you admire the man?” asked Giles, turning on the innkeeper at the end of the upstairs hall, giving his brother a quelling glance. As strapping as Wilhelm might be, the innkeeper was bigger yet, with shoulders as wide as a barn door, and legs as thick as tree trunks. “You seem well fed,” remarked Giles. “Your benefactress must be generous?”
“I do well enough,” he said with a mealy-mouthed smirk, and then hitched his chin. “Now that ye’ve turned the place o’er, why don’t you be awa’ now like ye said?”
Weary as Giles was, and weary as the horses must be, there was nothing about Darkwood that made him feel like testing the night. And yet, he sensed down in his bones that his brother was right: The King’s son might not be here this moment, but it was only a matter of time before he would seek out Morwen. Darkwood was the best chance to catch him before he caused more trouble. But perhaps there was no need to wait. There was a look of impatience in the innkeeper’s gaze that made Giles feel the man was itching to send a message.
He nodded politely. “Apologies, good man,” he said, more respectfully. “We had word that our Prince would be traveling these parts. But I can see they were mistaken.”
The burly man’s arms uncrossed, relaxing.
Giles continued. “In fact, I can see you’re a man of enterprise,” he said. “Perhaps you’d be willing to feed our horses and grant us a bed for the evening?”
Giles could see the man’s thoughts churning behind beady eyes. Thankfully, Wilhelm had by now become accustomed to his sophistry; his brother said naught. Moreover, if the innkeeper was surprised by the change in Giles’s attitude, his body language conveyed only relief.
“We’ve been traveling for weeks, dead on our feet. I’d kill for a cup of soup and a pillow.” He produced a single silver coin, and the man’s eyes glinted greedily. “Grant us a boon, and we’ll be asleep quick as you please, then gone by first light.”
“One mark for each o’ ye?” the man dared.
That was shameless robbery.
“You bloody⁠—”
“Shut up, Wilhelm,” said Giles, producing a second coin. “One now, one when we go?”
The man eyed both silver coins, looking from one brother to the other, and then back to the marks.
“Please, forgive my brother,” said Giles. “He sometimes speaks out of turn. He’s baseborn and lacks the manners God granted better men.”
God’s bones. Later, when they were alone, he would pay for his high-handedness, but Wilhelm must be made to understand. The innkeeper grudgingly reached out to snatch the coin nearest to him. “Aye, then,” he said, glaring at Wilhelm. “Take this room at the back. There’s only one cot between ye but ye’ll have to make do.”
Giles smiled evenly. “You drive a hard bargain,” he said, and Wilhelm snorted his disgust. The innkeeper took the coin with a greasy hand, and Giles had little doubt he would go away now and do whatever it was that he must do to contact his benefactress, reassured that his new patrons would soon be fast asleep in their beds. No doubt, given the chance, the man would slit both their throats without a backward glance.
“Dinner ain’t served at all bells,” the innkeeper groused as he marched away. “Eat when I call ye, and if you ain’t down in the tavern to get vittles, ye won’t eat.”
“Fair enough,” said Giles.
“Bugger ye both!” the innkeeper said, then grumbled beneath his breath. Still clutching his silver mark in his fat fist, he left them without another word—at least none that were immediately discernible.
Wilhelm waited until the innkeeper turned the corner before he exploded. “Are ye daft, brother? What in the name of Christ makes you believe I’ll shut my eyes in this den of wolves?”
Giles lifted a single finger to his lips as the innkeeper paused at the top of the staircase, the boards creaking beneath his feet. “Later,” he mouthed, inclining his head toward the stairwell. Out loud, he said clearly, “Never. Again. Speak so insolently to me in the company of strangers.” He cuffed Wilhelm atop his head, hard enough that he knew the sound carried to the man’s ears.
“Ouch!” said Wilhelm, glaring at him.
“Brother or nay, I’ll horsewhip you myself,” Giles added, as he reached out to grasp his brother’s arm to prevent him from punching him. “Now, go settle our horses, and bring in the packs,” he demanded.
Snorting, clearly amused, the innkeeper hurried down the steps, his footfalls far lighter than they should have been for a man his weight and size.
After he was gone, Giles reassured his brother. “Don’t worry; I don’t intend to sleep in this Godforsaken hellhole,” he said, whispering. “Rather, I mean to see what that drudge does to call for his benefactress.”
“Horsewhipped?” said Wilhelm, shaking his head. And then, he added, “Please, don’t tell me you’re going to pay that idiot another silver mark?”
Giles grinned, then clapped his brother lightly on the shoulder. “Why not? ’Tis a small price to pay when I’ve suddenly found myself with another month’s worth of your wages.”
“Bloody bastard,” said Wilhelm, though without much heat. “I’ll double my wager right now if you’ll let me rack the bugger, and Eustace as well once we find him. And, by the by, if you do, I’ll ignore the shite you were saying about me. Else I’ll gi’ ye a trouncing when you least expect it.”
Giles shook his head, smiling. “What a vicious mongrel you’ve become.”
“Clearly not vicious enough!” countered his brother. “You’ve bloody sharp knuckles and the next time you do that to me, I don’t care what the cost, I’ll break your fingers one by one.”
Halfheartedly, the brothers elbowed one another, then started down the stairs. Once outside, Giles spied the innkeeper’s brown sherte as he disappeared into a garner.
Halting with a hand to his brother’s chest, he eyed the nondescript, windowless shack, realizing that they’d somehow missed it before, hidden as it was amidst woody shrubs. “What is it, Giles?”
“Go on… do as I said… make ready to ride,” he demanded, hitching his chin in the direction of the garner. “I’ll go give a gander inside.”
But it wasn’t necessary; before Wilhelm could move to comply, the man re-emerged from his storehouse with a large black raven perched upon his arm. Without the least concern for an audience, he removed the bird’s black hood, then unshackled its talon. He spoke to the bird, then dispatched it, and the raven spread its long, blue-black wings and took flight… displaying a patch of white at its neck as it turned to clear the trees.
A chill rushed down Giles’s spine. “Let’s go,” he said.
“What about our pretense?”
“We have what we need. We’ll follow the raven.”



Chapter
Nine

Atalented trio of musicians performed in the center of the room—one with a lute, one with a harp, one with two reeds betwixt his lips. Rhiannon would dearly love to steal one of those reeds and shove it none-too-gently down her mother’s throat, silencing her once and for all. Her nerves were stretched taut as the strings of the minstrel’s lute, and every word Morwen uttered plucked them raw.
Clearly, her mother’s rudeness was not reserved for the prelate. Rhiannon had no choice but to sit and wait as the Golden Hour came and went. By now, her sense of anticipation had long dimmed, and she was beginning to fear that Cael’s offer of freedom was nothing but a cruel jest—or worse, that he and her mother were secretly amusing themselves at her expense.
Moreover, he was behaving very strangely.
No doubt these two had been planning this wedding for quite some time. That became more than apparent as trays laden with foodstuffs whizzed past from the kitchen and fresh pitchers of ale and mead swept through the hall. There was no way—not even through magik—that they could have baked so many trenchers to serve so many guests, not without time and planning. Doubtless, they had been scheming now for weeks, and Cael never once deigned to warn her.
Had he presumed she would balk and hadn’t wished to invite argument when they both knew very well that she hadn’t any choice?
Or perhaps he’d always known he would offer her this bargain she couldn’t refuse?
If, indeed, it was a bargain at all.
“Somehow you’ve managed to win his trust, even with your foul mouth and temper,” said Morwen, the instant her husband quit the dais to approach a young woman Rhiannon didn’t recognize. Morwen watched them both with an undisguised look of disgust, all the while clicking her nails on the chair.
Who can it be?
Whoever it was, her husband was quite pleased to see her, Morwen not so much…
Her manner of dress was not at all that of a servant’s. Fashioned of a beautiful celestine, nearly diaphanous sendal, her gown was trimmed generously with miniver, and despite that it wasn’t so fine as Rhiannon’s purpure, it was, indeed, very, very lovely. So was the woman besides—dark haired, dark eyed, she looked like a Welshwoman, though she certainly didn’t dress like one. She dressed more like a French courtesan.
Jealousy reared unexpectedly, though Rhiannon forced a smile.
“Envy is not your color, my dear.”
Gritting her teeth, Rhiannon ignored her mother’s barb. Her gaze remained fixed on her husband and the strange woman he was speaking with. With one hand behind his back, he bent to lend an ear to some idle chatter, and, in response, the woman laughed—open-mouthed, showing a string of pearly white teeth.
Another stab of envy cut through Rhiannon’s heart.
Sweet fates. In all these years she’d never once entertained the notion of Cael with a paramour. Now, she had to wonder…
But why should she care?
Gods willing, she would be away from this place before sunrise.
Anyway, he’d said so himself: There is only one woman I have ever loved, and she is not you…
Was it her?
Was it that lady?
Distracted, Rhiannon picked at a thumbnail and worried the inside of her lip. Perhaps gleaning more than Rhiannon was comfortable revealing, her mother affected a sympathetic tone. “Poor dear,” she cooed. “You see… this is the problem with men… Once they catch you, they’d sooner let you go.”
Rhiannon stiffened.
Did Morwen know?
Nay, she reassured herself.
Nay. She did not.
She couldn’t possibly, because, in truth, if she did, she would not be taking such unbridled joy in the possibility that Rhiannon might have to share her husband.
In fact, she seemed quite gleeful over the fact—in this, her mother was utterly predictable. She loathed all her daughters that much. Swallowing her disgust, Rhiannon strengthened her resolve. She could not bear the sight of the woman seated at her side. And truly, considering all that Morwen had done, it was all she could do not to murder the hateful bitch where she sat—wrap her manacled hands about Morwen’s elegant throat and squeeze till her eyes bulged and her tongue lolled.
The image pleased Rhiannon immensely, unkind as it must be. Morwen Pendragon was a murderess at best, and no one in this realm could imagine the worst. Rhiannon herself could scarcely conceive it and she knew the truth…
Nay, the woman beside her was not the woman she claimed to be, although when she’d ceased to be Morwen Pendragon, Rhiannon didn’t precisely know. She only knew that the real Morwen was long gone, and what remained in her place was an evil sorceress that not even Rhiannon was prepared to deal with.
Oh, she realized her mother was keeping her alive for some purpose, and perhaps it was this… merely to bind herself to the lord of Blackwood, and once the deed was done… there was naught to say she wouldn’t be well-disposed to kill her. In fact, it was entirely possible that this was her plan all along, and Cael only meant to keep Rhiannon quietly appeased until such time as they were wed…
But, nay, she refused to believe it. Deep in her heart, she sensed a better man in Cael—had always sensed that man, although he fervently denied her claims. There was something good in him; she sensed it in her heart and saw it in his aura as well. No doubt, it was dark—darker than anyone’s she’d ever known except her mother’s—and still, it wasn’t black, and there was a thread of crimson besides. This could signify anger, though it could also be love…
Rhiannon chose to believe in love.
Pleading silently for her husband’s return to the dais, she kept her gaze trained upon him, and said, “Please… do not pretend there is love betwixt us, Morwen. You are not my mother, and I am not your daughter.”
“Oh, my dear,” Morwen exclaimed, utterly amused. “But you are, Rhiannon! My dearest, I can assure you: You were dragged squealing from my womb, and you are more like me than you will ever care to confess.”
“Nay! I am not!”
“I beg to differ.”
At long last, Cael cast them a glance. His dark eyes were smoky with unspent passions, and Rhiannon’s heart squeezed painfully. Would he satiate himself once she was gone? With that woman? The thought pained her more than she might have realized.
“I wouldn’t worry,” said Morwen, as though she’d read Rhiannon’s mind. “The eyes have but one language, my daughter. Judging by the look he’s giving you now, I’d say the man is hopelessly besotted. In truth, ’tis more than enough to put me off my dinner.”
He is?
No, he wasn’t!
Not with Rhiannon.
Surely her mother meant that he was besotted with that woman he was speaking to?
She frowned, because he did seem to like her overmuch, and to the contrary, she and Cael fought far too oft. And then she sighed, because she didn’t know what a besotted man should look like, and it galled her that her own mother should find the notion so utterly appalling. It would seem that on a day like today she might dredge up some small shred of good will in her awful bag of bones. But she didn’t sound pleased when she said, “I’ve known that man a long time, and let me tell you, I’ve never once seen that look in his eyes. Take care if you are not already deflowered, my daughter. I suspect he will pound you till you bleed.”
Startled by the brutality of that image, Rhiannon winced, and despite her resolve not to be affected by anything Morwen said, she blushed hotly. “He’s never touched me inappropriately,” she said in defense of him.
And it was true.
Whatever else he might be, Blackwood’s lord was a gentle man. She couldn’t even imagine him “pounding anyone until they bled”—most certainly not a woman who was his wife.
Oh, she had no doubt he’d done far worse to those men he was sent to “hunt,” but Rhiannon was not his enemy.
Oh, yes, you are, a small voice argued.
And perhaps she was.
Morwen snorted. “Grimace all you like but remember this: My daughters were not bred to be prudes.”
It was the wrong thing for Morwen to say. All caution flew out of Rhiannon’s head. “Really, Mother? How would you know? You were not there!”
Not
even whilst they were together in London while King Henry was still alive. Rather, it was always Elspeth who’d nurtured them, and then Isolde once the nursemaid arrived. Morwen was scarcely ever about, and even when she was, she was utterly blind to her daughters. “Not all men are so foul,” she suggested. “Nor is every bargain to be made in a bed.”
Morwen laughed brutally. “And yet,” she said. “That is precisely where this bargain will be sealed tonight, in a bed.” There was a smile in her voice and Rhiannon swallowed her disgust—not that she wasn’t attracted to Cael. She was. But she would not be used so meanly.
“Only remember this, my dear, all the while his tongue tickles your bits… your husband’s ambition is the same as mine. Today, you did not merely align yourself with the lord of Blackwood, you have bound yourself to me. Trust me when I say… that man cares less for what lies betwixt your soft thighs than he does for what else he has to gain.”
Rhiannon’s gaze slid to her mother’s face, and she knew the bloom in her cheeks had little to do with the impropriety of her declaration. Morwen was furious, she realized, but good! At least Rhiannon was not the only one who was nettled, and if her mother’s intentions had been to give Rhiannon worry over the possibility of a physical union with her husband, well, she’d struck her mark. The entire ordeal was disgusting, and no matter what she’d been taught, she was repulsed. Nay, she was not a prude, but she was still a maiden—not because she feared the coupling. She and her sisters had been taught to revel in all that made them women. Their ancestors had been pagans, who, rather than find shame in the act of procreation, had been taught that the greatest gift a woman could bestow on the world was a child of her womb.
Not that Morwen ever valued such gifts.
Despite that she had, indeed, borne the world five daughters—all “squealing from her womb”—she was a very poor excuse for a mother. Even so, the images that accosted Rhiannon now filled her with chagrin. No matter what, she would not allow any man to “pound” her.
Goddess forgive her if Cael reneged upon his promise…
If he dared try to force her…
If he left her in shackles…
She didn’t think she could bear it.
Her mother was crude and cruel—not that Rhiannon had ever hoped for more. Where Morwen Pendragon was concerned, hope was only another tool for that woman to abuse. “I see you are unchanged by the years,” Rhiannon said, her loathing beginning to creep to the surface, though she somehow held her aplomb. “How comforting,” she added very drolly, her gaze again seeking Cael, who was still speaking to that damnable woman.
If only to cover her unease, Rhiannon reached for her cup of mead and took a small swig—too sweet, she thought. Over-spiced. And, for the first time in all her years at Blackwood, she considered how she might improve their kitchen—if only this were a union in truth. Too bad she wouldn’t be staying.
Her mother was also watching Cael and that woman, her displeasure in plain view. “Well,” she said. “You needn’t be overly concerned. He could have had that tart long ago if he’d wanted her, and besides, she’s his cousin. Though… I do wonder… why he’s not introduced you?”
Cousin?
Swiftly on the heels of that thought, Rhiannon had yet another, and a prickle of fear stabbed at her heart. If, in truth, this were some grand scheme to deceive her, it wouldn’t do for Morwen to become suspicious.
What could she say to deflect?
And then it came to her, and she said, affecting an air of confidence. “He means to give us time. If you must know, Mother, my husband has some idiotic notion that you and I will reconcile. Alas, he cannot possibly understand that no matter what my heart feels for him, it will never soften toward you.”
“You wound me,” Morwen said, completely without feeling, and Rhiannon cast her mother a withering glance.
Despite her untold years, the woman was still uncannily beautiful—not a wrinkle visible on her face, no loss of sheen in her hair. The gleam of her eye was still sharp enough to wound. Much to her dismay, Rhiannon felt a new surge of hatred so intense that it threatened to discompose her—that she should be seated here, forced to converse with this creature whilst her husband flirted with his cousin!
Morwen smiled thinly. “One day you’ll learn to forgive your enemies. Nothing, and I do mean nothing, vexes them more.”
“Alas, I will never forgive you,” Rhiannon said behind clenched teeth. “You are the reason my sisters are dead—or needst I remind you?”
Of course, she would never address Morien—that sweet child she slew in the womb. “Arwyn was a full-grown woman with a mind of her own. She made her own choice.”
“Because you forced her,” Rhiannon countered, fury heating her cheeks. If only to calm herself, she took another sip of her mead and then put the goblet down, realizing how dangerous it was to imbibe in her present state of mind and mood. She mustn’t let down her guard at all.
Her mother turned to assess her then, and it was all Rhiannon could do not to flinch beneath her hateful scrutiny—not because she was afraid, mind you, but because she had never felt so exposed as she did at that instant.
Her mother’s gaze was savage; her lips curled. “No one told that little knob to set the ship ablaze.”
Her very stature seemed to grow before Rhiannon’s eyes, and her eyes slitted vengefully.
“In truth, I should be the one so furious that my own daughter preferred to toast herself rather than reunite with her mother! Rejected, I am! By all of you! I gave you birth, and you share my blood, still you forswear me!”
Discomfited by her mother’s loss of temper, although she’d certainly sought it, Rhiannon averted her gaze, secretly pleased that if she must lose her temper, she still had the means to make Morwen lose hers as well. Even so, she wished to the Goddess that she could do what she longed to do: How delightful would it be to thrust her poniard straight through her mother’s wicked heart?
If indeed she had one.
And still, against her better judgment, she couldn’t hold her tongue. “Mark me, Mother. In the end, Duke Henry will win the day, and you will lose everything.” She averted her gaze. “I only fear for my lord husband. He will come to regret having put in his lot with a treacherous bitch like you. I know you have bewitched him!”
Morwen snorted. “Me? Bewitch him?”
She sounded furiously amused.
“Cael d’Lucy?” She laughed again, a bark that resounded throughout the hall. “Nay, daughter. Much to my bother, the lord of Blackwood is his own man; he cannot be ensorcelled—which is a very good thing for you, since you no longer have the means.” She flicked a glance at Rhiannon’s manacles, then sneered, although Rhiannon blinked in surprise at her words. “Good thing he hasn’t lost his wits so soundly that he removed those, and yet I see he’s discovered a way to lessen the burden. How thoughtful. I shall have to speak to him about that to see if we can remedy it.”
Rhiannon blinked again.
Despite the overt threat, it was not that which gave her pause… Cael could not be ensorcelled?
Everyone could be ensorcelled.
Except for faefolk or dewinekind.
Rhiannon narrowed her gaze.
“Why can’t he be ensorcelled?”
“Because, you stupid, piteous girl, he’s been to the Other Realm and once that Veil has been crossed, a man’s eyes cannot unsee what they have seen.”
Rhiannon blinked again. “What?”
Her mother flicked a hand, dismissing the conversation once and for all. “Never mind, stupid wench! These things are none of your concern. If you care to know more, ask your beloved—that is, if you can pry him away from his cousin!”
Rhiannon sat upright, stunned, uncertain how to respond. Cael had crossed the Veil?
When?
How?
Was he dewine?
Nay… nay… there was naught about Cael d’Lucy that had ever led her to believe he was aught more than a mortal man. He was an executioner for the King, she realized—feared by many, but still only flesh and blood.
Yet so was Morwen—for the most part—so was Rhiannon. They were all flesh and blood. They were born and bled like everyone else. So, then, who was Cael that he should cross the Veil, and live to speak of it? So far as she knew, not even Morwen had ever done so…
And yet, Morwen was stronger than ever. Even wearing her shackles, Rhiannon could sense her mother’s force.
Alas, after five long years of wearing these shackles, Rhiannon felt drained. As beautiful and vivid as her dress might be, she felt drab in comparison. The best she could hope for would be to survive this day without Morwen discovering their plans, and with that thought, she turned to find Cael returning to the dais. His eyes found and held hers. “Forgive me,” he said, turning to regard her mother. “Did you ladies miss me?”
Though he and Morwen shared a meaningful glance, neither Morwen nor Rhiannon responded. Both sat long faced and sullen. Cael twisted his lips, and reached for his cup, then without another word, turned the goblet, downing the contents, and called for a serving girl to return with her ewer.
“Drink up!” he said, with forced gaiety. “Tonight is a time for celebration! Tomorrow will be soon enough to resume all our petty squabbles.” And then, very discreetly, he hitched his chin at the woman he’d been speaking to—his cousin—before resuming his seat at Rhiannon’s side.
Rhiannon sat, furious now.
The one thing her fury was not, was petty.
She wanted to shout a demand that he explain himself in regard to his cousin. She wanted to ask him why the devil he had not yet introduced them. She wanted to smack him right on the cheek, and demand he kiss her… why?
By the cauldron, this wedding was a sham!
Annoyed by her husband as well as her mother, Rhiannon shoved her goblet toward the serving woman when she arrived to refill their cups.
If Cael wasn’t going to set her free tonight—well, then, he was going to have to carry her insensate to consummate their vows, because she was not going to submit to him willingly!
“By the rood! ’Tis no wonder spiders consume their young,” Morwen said snidely, and then she, too, reached for her goblet, putting it fast to her lips. “Ungrateful little bitch.”
It wasn’t entirely clear to whom Morwen was referring because her gaze followed Cael’s “cousin” until she removed herself from the hall without a backward glance. Still, Rhiannon gloated, feeling as though she had won some small victory, because Morwen’s face was now flushed, and her eyes sparkled with unmistakable fury.
Truly, if she could accomplish that at least once per day for the remainder of her life, she might not entirely mind having to remain at Blackwood, enduring Cael and his cousin as well. Her mother’s misery made her unexpectedly glad.
Alas, there was no guarantee her mother would remain at Blackwood, which meant her sisters would be in danger.
Nor would Rhiannon ever best that creature whilst she was wearing these infernal shackles.
Nay, if ever she was going to go, she must do so now…
All three musicians continued playing at intervals, while Morwen held her tongue, quietly seething, drinking one cup of sweet mead after another.
All the while Cael whispered love words into Rhiannon’s ear—all for show, she realized. “Art even more beautiful than your mother,” he said once, loudly enough for Morwen to overhear, and her mother growled, then clapped her goblet down upon the table.
“If that is the sort of woman you prefer,” she said, beginning to slur her words. “As they say, beauty is in the eye of the beholder!” And then she remanded a pitcher from a passing maid, seizing the vessel from the poor woman to pour herself another drink, and then, just for good measure, she hoarded the entire pitcher, rudely waving the girl away.
If only to annoy her, Rhiannon reached for the pitcher, as well—after all, it was her house.
Cael caught her hand. He smiled warmly, lifting her hand to his lips to kiss it ever so sweetly, his eyes spoke words that never found purchase on his tongue. No, they said, and he shook his head, almost imperceptibly.
No.
And just that swiftly Rhiannon’s sense of anticipation returned.
Something was happening.
Morwen was incandescently angry, oblivious to all but her fury, and she was, in truth, so livid that her guard came down.
With a nod, Cael laid down their joined hands, pinning Rhiannon’s firmly beneath his own, and then slowly, very slowly, Rhiannon peered over to discover that her mother’s chin began to wilt…
She blinked as Morwen’s cup tilted precariously, although her mother seemed perfectly unaware. In fact, her eyes drifted shut, and her fingers relaxed on the stem…
Stunned, Rhiannon’s gaze shifted to the ewer of mead—a ewer no one else had drunk from yet. And now that she considered, the kitchen maid had not been passing by. She was waiting close to Morwen… waiting. Once her first pitcher was consumed, it was the same girl who’d replaced it with another.
Poisoned?
By the time it dawned on Rhiannon what must be happening, she saw Cael gesture to Aelwyd, making a discreet circular motion with his finger.
Mead for all?
Indeed, within moments—as though they’d been awaiting a cue—a horde of servants emerged from the kitchen, all cradling ewers.
As Morwen’s head lolled, they made their way down every aisle, filling goblets and mugs as they passed.
After a long, surreal moment, Cael reached over to gingerly shove at her mother’s shoulder, to which she responded by slumping listlessly to one side of her chair, eyes closing and mouth agape, suddenly drooling.
At once, Rhiannon dragged her gaze about the hall…



Chapter
Ten

The goblet in Morwen’s hand crashed to the floor, spilling its contents. Still, it didn’t faze Morwen, though it startled Rhiannon. For better or worse, the deed was done.
There was no telling how long they had.
Cael waited only another moment for good measure, and then, none-too-gently tugged Rhiannon to her feet.
Already, the draught was taking effect. Most of his guests were following suit, laying down their heads, some in their trenchers, others beside it…
A few toppled from their benches, and Cael made a mental note to secure his own position once the time arrived so he wouldn’t end up with a knot on his head, although perhaps if he did, it would better serve his cause.
“You poisoned her?”
Rhiannon sounded horrified.
“Not precisely.”
“What then?”
“A sleeping draught.”
“How did you know it would work?”
“I didn’t,” said Cael.
“That was your plan?”
“Aye,” he said. “But don’t worry, Rhiannon, she’ll wake in good time.”
“Oh, you mistake me!” she countered, and Cael smiled over the rueful tone of her voice. If any daughter had a right to despise her mother, Rhiannon had more cause than most.
He led her quickly from the dais, dragging her through the hall. “I’ll warrant, she’ll wish she were dead once she wakes, and she may see to it I am.”
“That is not amusing!” Rhiannon said, hurrying along behind him as they made their way through the guest-littered hall. They were dropping like flies amidst a cloud of smoked camphor. Only a few people remained awake—a handful of men and women he trusted. Everyone else was innocent of his plans, and he meant to make it clear they had no part in his ruse. Once the plan was fully orchestrated, those who’d helped perpetrate it would have to leave Blackwood. Already, they were gathering their numbers to flee.
By now, even the musicians were drowsed. Together, they sank to their knees, and collapsed, their instruments banging across the rough stone floor. The lute played a hollow note and one of the pipes rolled beneath a table.
As drogued as everyone was, no one paid any attention to the lord and his lady rushing from the hall. Cael doubted anyone could see further than the tips of their noses.
“I cannot believe you did this!”
“Oh, but I did not,” he countered, turning to wink at her. “You did it. I am but the besotted old fool who dared to trust his beautiful bride.”
“Beautiful?” she repeated dumbly.
“Infinitely so. And, in the eyes of the world, I am not the first husband to be betrayed, and neither will I be the last.”
She sounded terrified. “But Cael… she’ll not believe you.”
“Too late, Rhiannon. ’Tis done. You’ll be gone ere she wakes, and even if she does suspect me—and she won’t—she needs me. Without me, she has very few allies remaining.”
“It doesn’t appear this way to me! What of those Welsh lords she brought?”
“What about them?”
“Wait!” she protested and tried to resist.
Cael wouldn’t allow it. There was no turning back, no matter how many Welsh kings she’d brought. For better or worse, Morwen was now drogued, and come morning, Rhiannon must be gone. Daring to waste no time, he led her out of the hall, through the courtyard, past the cauldron her mother cherished above all else, and straight toward the hidden portal at the back of the chapel. He wondered if Morwen even knew it was there, it was so well hidden.
Perhaps the child she had been once knew, but he was hoping the creature she’d become had long forgotten.
“Remove your manacles,” he demanded, releasing Rhiannon’s hand to clear a path through the tangle of underbrush…
RHIANNON FROZE, but only for an instant, realizing that, in truth, this was happening exactly as he’d promised. Only now she was terrified to go.
Why?
Because… suddenly it mattered more than words could say that her mother wouldn’t wake and punish Cael for deceiving her.
“Don’t worry,” he said, mistaking her hesitation. “You’ll be safe very soon. I’ve engaged the services of a capable guide.”
“I am not worried for me,” Rhiannon confessed.
He was moving too quickly; she daren’t fall behind. Removing the ribbon holding the key from about her neck, she took care not to drop it in the weeds. She called out after him, “How can you be so sure she’ll not suspect you?”
She heard the levity he tried to impart, but it didn’t ring true. “Because… I, too, will be drooling in a trencher once she wakes, and you will be long gone. Only for good measure, I’ll be wearing your manacles.”
“Nay!” she exclaimed and shook her head. “I’ll not leave without them. Anyway, why would I use them on you?” she reasoned. “For anyone but a dewine, the shackles are no more than a pair of bracelets. I beg you! She knows me well enough to know I’d never leave them to be used again—unless you intend to use them on her?”
“Nay,” he said, stopping if only for a moment. “You take them.” And then he ducked beneath a small tree, forcing Rhiannon to follow.
“Cael!” she pleaded, using his given name. “Please, come with me!”
“Nay, Rhiannon, but don’t worry. She’ll not blame me. She’ll blame you.”
“She’ll blame both of us,” Rhiannon persisted.
The foolish man couldn’t possibly know what she knew, and perhaps he didn’t understand the danger he was in.
Alas, he was moving too swiftly through the tangle of brush and she was already out of breath. Having been shut away so long, she hadn’t much stamina, and no strength to continue arguing with such a stubborn, foolhardy man.
“Be damned!” she said, pausing for breath, and then, as best she could, in the darkness, whilst following, she scratched the small key near the aperture of the lock, and her heart did a wild leap of joy when the key sank into the metal.
Like a lover waiting to be kissed, she savored the click.
One manacle fell away, and she immediately felt a surge of energy return to her from the aether.
Gleefully, hoping her feet would meet even ground as she stumbled through the underbrush, she sank the key into the other manacle, unlocking it as well, and her breath hitched with relief as the second bracelet fell away.
“At last!” she exclaimed.
Only now she saw stars swimming before her eyes as the hud returned to her full force—not merely to her limbs. She felt the lift like an inspiration of breath through her lungs, a wellspring of vitality that lifted her feet and gave her the sensation she could fly—she couldn’t of course. She could barely even keep up with Cael. Tripping herself rudely, she followed through the underbrush, her limbs awkward and all her pleas sticking in her throat.
“Here it is,” he said, somewhere ahead. He grunted, then struggled with something large in front of him.
Rhiannon could spy the outline in the dark. It grew in clarity as she came closer, her eyes growing accustomed to the night. With a final grunt, he shoved open a portal, and to Rhiannon’s utter shock, she found that woman from the hall on the other side…
His “cousin” smiled, and Rhiannon faltered in her step.
“Marcella will guide and protect you.”
“Well met,” said the lady, though Rhiannon suddenly had her doubts as to whether the woman was any sort of lady at all.
“Halloo,” said Rhiannon, staring.
Marcella was wearing a man’s tunic and chausses. Her hair was caught in a messy plait. Clearly, when she’d quit the hall, she’d done so to change. “Please, allow me to take those,” she demanded, plucking the manacles out of Rhiannon’s hands without permission, and offering them to Cael.
“Nay,” he said. “She means to keep them. Put them in your satchel.” And then, his tone softened with unmistakable affection. “Art certain, Marcella? She’ll flay you alive if she catches you.”
Marcella arched a brow. “As she will you if she discovers the truth.”
“But she won’t,” he said.
“Neither will she catch me.”
“Godspeed, sweet cousin.”
Marcella cursed softly beneath her breath—words Rhiannon didn’t comprehend—and then she said, “God be with you, Lord Blackwood.” Then, she made to leave with the manacles, but before Rhiannon could turn to follow, or even protest, Cael caught her by the arm.
“Rhiannon,” he said hoarsely, the sound guttural and anguished.
Rhiannon winced over the strength of his grip, lifting her gaze to meet his dark, unfathomable eyes.
“We are not aligned,” he said meaningfully.
Rhiannon frowned, then swallowed uncomfortably. “I know.”
The torment in his gaze was indisputable, and yet it couldn’t possibly match the pain in her heart. “You must understand… if I am forced to pursue…”
Rhiannon nodded, understanding. “I know.”
And she did.
She truly did.
She knew full well that if he caught her again, he could not afford to give her a second chance. “May the Goddess keep you,” she whispered, tears scalding her eyes.
He nodded soberly. “And you.”
Then, without warning, he drew her into his arms for one last kiss, only this time he kissed her with a fervor born of the moment, tasting and plundering her mouth in a manner she’d never imagined a man would wish to taste a woman.
Sweet fates.
This was not the simple imparting of a kiss, and in retrospect, the kiss in the hall couldn’t compare…
In her heart of hearts, Rhiannon understood… this was farewell.
She was his wife in name only.
From this day forward, she was his enemy, as well…
So much regret squeezed through her heart—so many years of pretending!
Good-bye, Cael, she thought.
Good-bye!
Unbidden, tears stung her eyes.
She couldn’t help herself—every word she’d ever longed to say flew to her lips, and she spoke them, but not with her mind, or with her voice, but with her tongue… answering every forage of his with a taste of her own, exploring his mouth as wildly as he did hers, until the kiss left her dizzied and breathless. It was all she could do to remain standing on her own two feet. Of their own accord, her hands moved to his shoulders, and any ambivalence she’d felt before was gone. When he might have moved away, she clung to him desperately, never wanting the moment to end…
Yegods…
If she dared to stay, she would know it was because of this kiss—betrayed by her own heart!
If she left… this kiss would haunt her for the remainder of her life. Only, what possible good could be wrought by staying? Already, he’d warned her that they were not aligned. She really must believe him!
Neither could he love her.
It was all a sham.
Except… it didn’t feel like a sham with his arms around her, and his mouth possessing her, his tongue exploring the depth of her mouth, as though he were committing the feel and taste of her to memory, his tongue lapping and tracing, like an artist rendering.
Cael, she tried to say.
No words emerged through the tightness of her throat. The only sound to escape was a desperate moan. But why in the name of the Goddess, would she deign to reconsider?
Why, indeed?
For a tumble in his bed?
For another kiss like this?
What new demon had possessed her?
Cael d’Lucy was his name.
Only, now that freedom was so close at hand, the last thing Rhiannon needed—or wanted—was to find a reason to stay when she really needed to go.
Rosalynde needs me, she reminded herself.
Elspeth needs me.
Seren needs me.
Go! a small voice commanded.
Flee!
Goddess, alive! There must be a reason he was releasing her now. Clearly, he feared what would happen to her more than he feared her mother’s wrath. Still, this did not mean he loved her.
Nor did it mean he would continue in this vein—kissing her so passionately, whispering love words into her ear.
’Tis a sham, she told herself.
At long last, he tore his lips away from her mouth and Rhiannon felt the separation acutely. “I lied,” he said, reaching for her face one last time, caressing her so tenderly. “I’ve loved you from the moment you opened your mouth, Rhiannon Pendragon… disheveled and lovely, proud and fierce!”
“Cael,” she cried, because now it was impossible to deny she felt the same—only how could it be?
“Take good care,” he said soberly, and then he turned, and pulled the portal closed, shutting her out, and Rhiannon was left mute, with her hands fumbling in midair, feeling for the lingering warmth of his body like a specter.
“Rhiannon!” Marcella called out. “Time to go!”
She couldn’t tear her gaze away from the portal. “What will he do?”
“Whatever he must,” said his cousin. “And you must believe his warning. He will do what he must if he catches you again.”
Rhiannon swallowed convulsively.
Her mother would see her dead.
Only now, it wasn’t only Rhiannon who would suffer Morwen’s wrath if she woke to find them lingering.
Swallowing again, Rhiannon conceded, though she gave the portal one final beleaguered glance, her hand begging to test its weight. Some part of her longed to shove the door and run after Cael… beg him to understand: Her mother would kill him if she suspected.
“Do. Not. Test. Him,” Marcella warned. “You stupid, stupid girl. Count yourself fortunate that he loves you enough to betray himself… if only this once.”
Already, Rhiannon’s magik was strengthening. She was free—free, at last! All she had to do was turn and walk away. Accept the gift her husband had offered her.
I lied, he’d said. I’ve loved you from the moment you opened your mouth, Rhiannon Pendragon…
Goddess only knew, there was one reason to stay… and too many to flee… Three very, very important reasons awaited her in England.
Resolved to do what she must, knowing in her heart that it was the right thing to do, Rhiannon turned her back on Blackwood’s portal, making her way down the narrow path after Marcella. “Take these,” Marcella said, turning to hand Rhiannon a pile of clothing. “Tunic and breeches,” she explained. “Leave your gown.” Then, before Rhiannon could object, Marcella’s hands were disrobing her in the woods.
“Won’t they find it?” Rhiannon protested, feeling oddly sentimental about her wedding gown. It was the loveliest dress she’d ever possessed—a bride’s gift from Cael, though not nearly as precious as the other gift he’d laid in her hand early this afternoon: the key to her shackles. If she lingered now, that gift would be squandered and England itself might be doomed…
The sound of her gown renting made Rhiannon wince. “That is precisely the point,” said Marcella. “They’ll send out the dogs first and they’ll find the gown with your true scent. The tunic I gave you has been treated with another.”
Tears scalded Rhiannon’s eyes as she stepped out of her ruined gown, faltering in her step. She was only vaguely aware that Marcella produced a vial and sprinkled the substance over her discarded gown.
Benumbed, and breeze kissed, Rhiannon donned the sour-smelling tunic, and once it fell over her hips, she stopped to tug on the leather chausses, lacing them quickly, never bothering to step out of her slippers.
She was dressed none too soon. As they reached a promontory, they found horses waiting, and Rhiannon noted a second companion, presumably her guide. The lad waited with the reins to their horses in his hands. He handed one to Rhiannon, and said, “I am Jack.”
Marcella wasted no time. She placed Rhiannon’s shackles into her own saddlebag—perhaps realizing that even within proximity the bracelets would siphon her magik. “There are boots, as well,” she said, pointing to a dark spot in the grass. “Put them on, toss your slippers into your bag.”
As soon as that was done, they were away, on foot, leading the horses down a narrow path by a sliver of moon. Only for good measure, Rhiannon whispered a prayer, but it wasn’t for freedom she prayed—she prayed with all her heart that Morwen wouldn’t wake to harm Cael.



Chapter
Eleven

In slumber, her face was… serene.
The frown lines about her mouth, eased, the creases between her brows, softened. A thousand years may have been erased from her countenance by the curative power of sleep, and in the truest sense, she was, indeed, a sleeping beauty.
And yet, Cael was very aware that, like a viper, she was equally as dangerous. One wrong move and she would sink her fangs into his flesh, and never let go until her venom sucked the life from his veins.
Very, very gingerly, he eased the witch goddess’s limp form from her chair, to the floor. Somehow, her position in the chair had prevented her fall.
Once on the floor, he rolled her over to inspect her more thoroughly.
Clearly, Marcella’s potion was more powerful than she’d anticipated. He had his own vial ready in the palm of his hand, but he paused to assess her face.
It was true; Morwen did resemble her daughter. As with Taliesin, they had the same almond-shaped eyes, the same full lips. The only differences between them were the coloring of their hair, and the contents of their hearts.
And still… here and now… it was so easy to see her as the woman she had once been: Nay, not his master, nor his mistress, but his emancipator, and… at one time… she’d been a friend. As shocking as that might be to some, he hadn’t any outrage in his heart for Morwen… only a burgeoning sense of unease for the cancer in her heart—that hatred that consumed her day by day. But she wasn’t always this way…
In the beginning, there had been moments of reason between her bouts of fury. She’d sat with him on many occasions, baring her heart and woes. Like Cael, she’d returned to this world with a heart full of grief and a drive for vengeance… and, very much like him, she’d also faltered in her mission, every now and again regretting the path that drove her to this end.
In fact, he remembered when she’d first met Henry—the longing in her heart for a love of her own. Contrary to the belief of some, she did not scheme to rule in those days. She’d only wished to be his lover, and she’d tried to befriend Matilda and William, as well, but to no avail.
Alas, she might be a goddess, in truth, but she had a woman’s heart, and the fury of a woman scorned—not once, but thrice.
In fact, in the beginning, she’d been so different that Cael had doubted the rumors he’d heard—most notably, the sinking of the White Ship to murder the King’s heir. But now… he knew her well enough to believe it. And no matter that he felt conflicted, he knew in his heart that he shouldn’t be. His decision should be clear: He should remove the athame from around her neck—slowly, circumspectly, he reached for it now, slipping it from beneath her gown.
He should take the weapon in hand, and plunge it through the bones of her breast, into that cold, cold heart.
What then would be the consequences… for him?
Considering that question, he wrested the chain from around Morwen’s neck, perhaps only to inspect it…
The dagger was quite ancient, made of the same alloy as Caledfwlch. It glowed faintly blue whilst in her presence, and yet… the reliquary she kept on the same chain did not. He studied it now, considering the bauble more closely. It looked like the one he wore about his neck… except…
He drew out his own to compare, startled to discover his glowing blue… like her athame.
And yet, the one she’d worn about her neck did not… why?
Once, long ago, she’d confessed to him that her soul was bound to a grisial hud like his. Could his belong to her… and hers to him? Was it possible that she’d given hers to Cael, knowing full well that he would protect his own sepulcher with his life… because his soul depended upon it.
He placed both reliquaries in the palm of one hand, side by side—presumably his, presumably hers—and then stood, moving away from the listless form on the floor, watching the glow of one fade, if ever so slightly.
Neither of the stones had ever glowed for him.
Down in his gut, he sensed the truth: For some reason, Morwen had kept his grisial hud, entrusting him with hers… though she’d allowed Mordecai to keep his own.
Why?
Cael didn’t know precisely how they
worked.
He didn’t even know if he had to be in its presence to make use of it—specifically, whether his soul would locate his sepulcher outside proximity if it should separate from his body.
What was it she’d said?
His soul was bound to the crystal. So long as the reliquary remained undestroyed, wherever he was, his body could be slain, but his soul could endure and be summoned.
Presumably, this was how she’d returned Mordecai to his body some years ago, with a ritual at the Widow’s Tower. He wasn’t there to witness it, because Cael had begun to question her motives, and shortly before then, they’d quarreled over her method and madness. Little by little, he’d hardened his heart against her. Now, it was growing more and more difficult to see the good in her—more difficult yet after watching the enmity she held for her own daughter.
She’d brought him back to this world, and for that, Cael would always owe her a debt of gratitude, but the fury in his own heart had blinded him to the evil in hers, and perhaps even some small part of him had relished her vengeance.
After all, he, too, had been betrayed—and by none other than those folks who’d played the Witch Goddess false…
Taliesin and Uther.
He stepped closer to her body, staring down at the twin reliquaries in his hand… one cold and tarnished, one warmer and glowing blue.
Trying to understand, he stepped back again, further and further, watching the glimmer fade, until the one nearly matched the other. Without the luminesce they were indistinguishable, even to the crystal.
Once again, he moved closer, watching the return of the glow, knowing in his heart it was hers—it must be hers!
The fact that she was lying so still… it must be proof that, in mortal form, she was as vulnerable as he was.
If he took her life…
If he dared…
Rhiannon, he thought.
It would bring an end to the bloodshed and violence.
But…
Very carefully, he removed the dagger from the chain, and then bent to lay the athame atop her breast. Still kneeling, he opened both fists to examine the contents of both hands. In one he held the vial filled with Marcella’s potion; in the other he held both reliquaries.
If he kept her grisial hud and threatened to destroy it, could he persuade her to his will?
He didn’t know, but for all that had passed between them, he couldn’t kill her—not here, not yet. At the instant, she was naught but an insensate, vulnerable woman, and he couldn’t kill her, but… he suddenly couldn’t see the wisdom in remaining to see her wake. He had betrayed her by setting her daughter free, and Rhiannon was right: She would not forgive him. Rhiannon was the last of her daughters to be bartered, and Cael had effectively taken that away.
Decided, he flung both chains around his neck, then examined the vial in his hand, realizing what it was that he should do…
If he stayed, she would inflict her anger on the innocents in this hall, if only to punish him. She would test him, and she would test them, stopping at nothing to extract the truth. On the other hand, if he left… she might leave them be, realizing they were as much a victim in this as she was. None of those remaining would deny the Witch Queen what she sought. She would ask them if they knew, and some might even tell her they remembered him escorting Rhiannon from the hall…
Kneeling by her side, Cael plucked the stopper from Marcella’s vial, placing the bitter, foul-smelling liquid to his nostrils and wincing.
Would another dose kill her?
It very well could, and if he gave her an overdose, he would have to live with it, he supposed, because, suddenly more clear-headed than he’d been in years, he knew what must be done…
Sliding an arm beneath her shoulders, he lifted Morwen so that her head tilted back, naturally parting her lips, and then, more resolved, he emptied the contents of Marcella’s vial into her mouth, and gently laid her back.
Now it was done.
Now, he must go, and when she awoke, she would find him gone. She would know he’d conspired with Marcella to betray her. And she would pursue them both. The very least he could do for Rhiannon was to free the hounds. Shaking his head with disgust over the present circumstances, he hurled the vial across the room, although he should have laid it by her side. She would know anyway, and she would curse him for it, and if he was wrong about the reliquaries, she would stop at nothing to destroy him.
Turning from the woman to whom he owed his freedom, and his second chance at life—the Lady of Avalon, the mother, mage and crone—he made his way to the stables to prepare his horse, with a name on his lips and in his heart: Rhiannon.



Chapter
Twelve

All Rhiannon needed to do was keep walking, put one foot in front of the other.
Why, then, did it seem to take such effort?
It wasn’t only the physical exertion. Wearing the manacles had been akin to suffering a five-year malaise. By contrast, she felt as though she were walking out of a fog. But she was leaving without Cael, and this was her greatest ambivalence. She worried about leaving him at her mother’s mercy.
And yet, wasn’t he the same as she?
His goals were her goals—isn’t that what he’d said?
On the one hand, he’d been Rhiannon’s willing gaoler.
On the other, he’d kept her sane in a world where all seemed hopeless. Somehow, he’d managed to renew her faith, even despite everything.
Still, why should she worry about a man who’d kept her imprisoned?
She was as confused now as she ever was—perhaps even more so.
The truth was that she had always had a singleness of purpose from the moment she was born. She’d vowed then to avenge Morien’s death, and she still meant to do it. But here was her dilemma now: Cael was her husband, and her husband was also her enemy. Unfortunately, no matter how she willed it, her heart couldn’t seem to harden against him.
Pausing for the hundredth time since their flight from Blackwood, she cast a glance over her shoulder, hoping to find he’d changed his mind and decided to follow.
“Rhiannon,” Marcella begged. “You mustn’t tarry!”
Rhiannon’s heart squeezed with grief.
Some fool part of her longed to rush back, even knowing that would be unwise. Why, oh why hadn’t she put her poniard through her mother’s black heart whilst she still had the chance?
Because she hadn’t been thinking; that’s why.
Only feeling.
So stunned by Cael’s actions, she’d allowed him to lead her mindlessly from the hall. And now, she couldn’t stop thinking about everything she should have done differently.
She couldn’t stop thinking about him…
Morwen would kill him.
Even if he took the draught and lay prone at her feet, her mother wasn’t a fool.
Wracking her brain, Rhiannon tried to remember their discourse at the table.
Morwen had been so sure Rhiannon didn’t know Marcella because it was true. She’d smelled Rhiannon’s envy like a hound sniffing merde, and she’d gloated over it. Only now, Rhiannon tried to remember exactly what she’d said—had she confessed that, in truth, she’d never met Cael’s cousin?
If so, would Morwen believe she was lying?
She prayed with all her heart that her mother would believe Cael’s ruse, else he would pay a terrible price.
In fact, he might pay anyway, because Morwen had all the same gifts Rhiannon had, only far more attuned to the aether: If she sensed lies, she would turn him to dust where he stood. But that wasn’t the only thing Rhiannon was worried about; she was worried about this: That draught was bound to work differently on Morwen than it did on Cael or his servants… What if they’d misjudged its potency and Morwen had already roused to find him gone?
What if she was only waiting for Cael to return?
What if she’d killed him right then and there and came flying after them, and even now was hot in pursuit?
In the darkness, every sound conspired to defeat her nerves—the breeze hissing through the trees, startled conies dashing across their paths, nightjars trilling from their perches. The suspense of it left her shivering, wondering if her mother’s minions were already here. Brave as she believed she was, her heart tripped as many times as she did, and the one thing she took comfort in was the absence of barking hounds. She knew Cael kept a stable full, though she’d rarely chanced to see them. Still, she’d often heard them from her bower.
“How long till they wake, do you think?”
“I don’t know,” said Marcella.
As it happened, the draught they’d used to sedate the entire hall had been concocted by none other than Marcella, using, of all things, Morwen’s cauldron in the courtyard. All the while Rhiannon had been forced to endure Morwen’s company at table, Marcella and Cael had been in the process of orchestrating the drogue’s administration. As potent as the philter was, only a few drops in each of the ewers had been enough. Just to be certain, they’d waited until Morwen was affected, then sent kitchen maids to administer the rest to the guests. Only Aelwyd had known what they were planning, and she was sent away for her own protection. If everything went according to plan, Morwen would wake with the castle aslumber, and no one the wiser. Then, it would be up to Cael to convince her that he hadn’t had any part in the ruse, but was he clever enough to beguile a woman with the power to read minds?
Only the Goddess knew.
But if Rhiannon knew her mother at all, she wouldn’t wait about for explanations. She’d sooner strike him down than ask questions. There was no way her pride could withstand losing yet another daughter. She would be out here forthwith, combing the woods, with Mordecai and her ravens at her side…
“How did you know the draught would work?”
“Because,” Marcella confessed. “I tested it on myself.”
“How does that signify?”
“I am dewine.”
Rhiannon blinked. “You?”
“Aligned to earth, alchemy my calling. Apparently, you are not so attuned with the aether as you’d like to believe, Rhiannon. Even unshackled, you did not read my aura.”
Rhiannon bristled, though it was true. It was only then, in that instant, that she perceived the faintest trace of pink in Marcella’s aura—so faint that it was no wonder she’d missed it before.
Pink, you see, was the color of Rhiannon’s kindred—those who bore the blood of Taliesin. Although it seemed that, by its measure alone, Marcella’s blood was much diluted—that, or the ill effects of wearing those manacles might be permanent.
“Dewine?” she said, again, because so long as she’d lived, Rhiannon had never once encountered another witchkind, much less a sister of Taliesin’s blood. Certainly, she’d suspected there were others, but if Marcella was a dewine… what then was Cael?
Not dewine.
Even with her manacles, Rhiannon would have sensed it. And so it would appear… the more she knew about Cael, the more of a mystery he became—a mystery she fully intended to solve once they were out of Blackwood’s shadow.

WARKWORTH CASTLE
It was the crow on the windowsill that woke Seren.
Again.
Silent, watchful, it sat perched on the sill, its lustrous blue-black feathers catching a hint of moonlight. “I’m awake,” she groused to the bird, giving it a thankless glance. It was impossible not to sense the beady-eyed gaze, even under a veil of slumber.
Alas, with the gargantuan bed so painfully empty beside her, she was finding it more and more difficult to rest.
Rising with a breathy sigh, she swung her feet over the edge, searching for her slippers. She didn’t intend to remain here in this bed—not tonight, with her mind scattering all her thoughts to the winds.
No one had heard from Morwen, but that didn’t mean she wasn’t out there, somewhere, scheming. Now, more than ever, Seren felt time slipping away, like sand through a glass. Over and over, Isolde’s warnings kept ringing in her ears: You will be the Regnant—you and only you, and if not you, no other in this day and age. Earn your laurels. Find your true self. Only then will you find your answers.
The problem was… Seren didn’t know how to find her true self. Neither did Rosalynde or Elspeth. And neither did Isolde, for all her cryptic words.
Sometimes it seemed to her that only Arwyn, for all her lack of affinity, had ever truly understood her true purpose in life. Once the occasion had presented itself, her sister had done what she’d known she must, without hesitation.
To the contrary, she, Rose and Ellie were all like blind women leading the blind.
And Rhiannon—where was she? For all her promises, Rhiannon was silent as the grave.
Muttering crossly, she found and donned her slippers, sliding her toes inside, before making her way across to the dressing table to find a taper.
Not bothering with a fire steel, she lit the wick with her will and sighed again—at least her fire affinity was growing stronger.
The wick flamed to life with a deep, amber glow, startling the crow. It took flight from her windowsill and vanished into the night, and Seren took the taper and shoved it into a pricket. “Good riddance,” she said, though she knew she should be grateful for any sort of champion at all, even a puny little crow.
This bird had appeared weeks ago, around the same time Isolde came to call, with all her cryptic stories and all her mysterious divinations. As it happened, the old woman and that crow were never in the same place at the same time, and every time Isolde went away, that damnable bird returned. Even so, Seren had never actually witnessed a transformation, so for all she knew, it was only a stupid little bird taken to loitering in her window—night after night after night.
It was a good thing Wilhelm was gone, because he’d already threatened to take a sling to the bird.
Shaking her head, she made her way down the hall, holding a hand beneath her pricket, lest the wax mar her husband’s perfectly polished floor.
Indeed, shapeshifting was a rare talent, one most practitioners of the hud did not know how to perform. It was, in fact, a form of hud du. Her grandmother had said that all knowledge of those dark arts—if ever they’d existed—passed away with the fall of Avalon. But this was not precisely true. Morwen was a practitioner of the dark arts, and if, in truth, Isolde was a shapeshifter, as well, then she too was a student of hud du. Alas, the old woman was nearly as mysterious and elusive as their mother, arriving without announcement, then taking her leave without good-byes.
Whenever she was about, she rambled on and on about prophecies, giving more than enough warnings, but answering all their questions with riddles that left Seren scratching her head. Without the grimoire, how was she supposed to learn if Isolde wouldn’t teach her?
By now, Seren had all but given up asking that woman for help, because it seemed she was disinclined—or else she’d forgotten everything she’d ever known. How fortunate for Morwen if that be the case.
At least Elspeth and Rosalynde had had the opportunity to skim the grimoire at their leisure. That was how they’d learned to concoct a form of witchwater for the motte—a strange brew for transmutation that was made mostly from spoilt mushrooms. It was that very concoction that was responsible for turning a visiting merchant into a thief, and several small stones into fish. By now, the poor motte was filled to capacity, and the fishes were jumping about for air, though at least the villagers had their fill of smelt.
Looking back on it now, the simple fact that they’d managed to thwart their mother at the Widow’s Tower seemed more of a miracle than it was any sort of achievement. To their good fortune, fate had intervened that day, bringing all three sisters together by chance. Seren had discovered her true destiny only because of happenstance. In the end, they’d won the day simply by virtue of the fact that they’d survived—no small thing to be sure, but they’d lost so much that day, most notably The Book of Secrets.
Alas, that tome harbored centuries’ worth of dewine histories and receipts—summoning spells, banishing spells, transmutation spells and more.
Ages and ages of trial and error and painstaking documentation by all her dewine sisters. Sadly, all those histories were a loss beyond telling.
No doubt, she and her sisters could craft all new spells, but those histories were another matter entirely.
For her part, Isolde had only snippets to share, and Seren had a terrible, terrible suspicion that the key to defeating her mother lay hidden in their past.
One way or another, even without the help of the grimoire or even
Isolde, Seren must persevere. She must find her “true self” so she could imbue the sword—but what did that mean?
Did it mean that simply knowing oneself as Regnant wasn’t enough? Did it mean she must come to know herself experientially? Or rather, should she pray to the Goddess for bestowal of her gifts? Or perhaps it was so simple as discovering some way to remove the glamour spell that had been cast upon her as a child?
The answers to these questions eluded her, and Isolde was no help at all. Instead of offering clues, she came to pester Seren whilst she slept, cocking her silly little bird head and stealing her sleep like a mean old hag.
Carefully now, so as not to drip candle wax, she made her way down the darkened hall.
At this late hour, the entire castle was abed, but since Seren hadn’t any babies to wake and feed, she found herself drawn to the workshop she shared with Rose. Elspeth was here as well, to witness the birth of Rosalynde’s firstborn child.
Removing the chain from around her neck, she unlocked the heavy banded door, then pushed it open, entering cautiously, half anticipating pixies.
Not a soul stirred.
In the dead of night, the workshop was eerily silent. The ancient sword remained precisely where she’d left it on the herb-littered bench.
Approaching it reverently, Seren took some comfort in the lack of blue shimmer on the shining steel. She had only witnessed that effect once… a chemical reaction to her mother’s magik? A warning from the aether?
Find your true self.
Only then will you find your answers.
Isolde’s words accosted her again as she gnawed at the tip of her thumbnail. Trying to remember all she’d learned over these past weeks, she stood studying the ancient weapon—a sword originally imbued by the father of their coven and gifted to the Dragon Lord of the Anglesey.
He wasn’t a witch, but his wife was. And merely because Maelgwn had valued his lady’s counsel, the Church pronounced him an enemy. Plotting against him, they’d sent Taliesin and Uther under the guise of friendship, and one night, after drinking his wine and supping at his tables, they’d slaughtered the Dragon Lord, murdered his son, captured his daughter, and stole his pennants. Thus, was born the new dynasty, through treachery and blood.
This was the story, according to Isolde.
But that was only part of the tale… a tale that began ages and ages before Uther and Maelgwn…
It began with Cerridwen and her hatred for her husband. For all her fury against the man, she’d brought down a wrath from the gods so fierce that the consequences were felt far and wide.
“What am I supposed to know?” she asked quietly, regarding the ancient sword. “Tell me, Goddess, lest I fail you.”
Silence was her answer—a deep, abiding silence that betrayed nothing. The shutters remained closed against the night. No crow returned to her sill.
Whatever truth she must reveal, it would not come easily.
“Where the devil are you, Rhiannon?”
Rhiannon alone had the knowledge their grandmother bestowed. Without her, this task seemed daunting and indomitable. And nevertheless, Seren knew there was no time for regrets.
Everything happened for a reason—wasn’t that what her sister claimed? To arrive at this place and time, there was no other path to have been taken. If Elspeth hadn’t escaped from Llanthony, she wouldn’t have met Malcom. Instead, she would have been trapped in a loveless marriage with the lord of Blackwood. And she would never have defeated Morwen at Aldergh, nor would Rosalynde have been inspired to leave London with Morwen’s grimoire.
More importantly, Rosalynde’s affiliation with Giles now gave them possession of this sword… the only weapon of consequence to be used against Morwen.
Sadly, if Arwyn hadn’t sacrificed herself that night… Seren, too, might now be dead…
Like a window to the past, she saw it in her mind’s eye—a glimpse of that moment on the Whitshed, when Arwyn, holding that shard of Merlin’s Crystal, hurled it at the door. Like a dream, she witnessed the final moments and heard the words Rhiannon spoke before she, too, fell silent evermore: Aye, ’tis she, she’d said.
She.
The witch goddess whose sins doomed Avalon.
She whom her mother and uncle had summoned here from exile.
Only now, if no one stopped her, she would doom England as surely as she’d doomed her beloved isle.
How to stop her was the question… and the key… in part… was the sword.
The beauty of it was immeasurable.
Undetectable to any but dewine eyes, a tangle of intricately carved serpents writhed over its silver inspired hilt. On the blade itself lay etched in the most ancient of tongues, “Take me, but turn the blade, and we will see.” And still, no matter how long Seren stared at the sword, or how many times she repeated the phrase, she hadn’t any clue what it meant.
Take me, but turn the blade, and we will see…
There was another word etched betwixt the serpents: Caledfwlch. Translated from her native tongue, it meant “cut steel.” And in the language of the Holy Church… Caliburn.
Some also knew it as Excalibur.
Crafted from some alloy taken from the heart of Avalon, the blue shimmer was not its only blessing. It had another, so ’twas said—one that could only be actuated by a Regnant, which Seren was not…
Not yet.
Even so, she must find a way to fulfill the ancient prophecy, so that he who wielded the sword might not bleed. Without that quality, it was uncertain that anyone could survive an encounter with her mother.
“Take me, but turn the blade, and we will see,” she said aloud, again. Unfortunately, those words meant nothing to her, and by now, she had turned the blade more times than a cake in a pan. Nothing ever happened.
She was a dewine, indeed, a Promised One, according to Isolde, but she hadn’t any notion how to entreat the Mother Goddess for all the gifts she’d been promised.
“Seren? What are you doing at this late hour?” asked Rose from the doorway.
Seren turned to find her youngest sister peering into the workshop. “Oughtn’t you be sleeping?”
“I woke to feed the babe,” said Rose. “I saw the light pass my door and I thought it might be you.”
Seren drew a weary hand through her hair. “I could not sleep.”
“More dreams?”
“Nay. The bird.”
Rosalynde hitched her chin. “Isolde,” she whispered softly.
“I cannot help but feel she is trying to tell me something.”
“What do you suppose?”
Seren shrugged. “I don’t know. Something has changed. Nothing I can put my finger to, but I can feel it in my bones.”
Intuition was itself a form of magik. All creatures were born with a sense of it—men, women, even dogs, cats and birds… it was imperative to listen.
“Shall I wake Ellie?”
“Nay,” said Seren, without bothering to consider. “Let her sleep. She has her hands full with the boys. Tomorrow will be soon enough.”
Rosalynde smiled fondly. “Why don’t you come back to my room?” she suggested. “We’ll snuggle like the old days.”
Whilst at Llanthony, all five sisters had slept together in the same bed, and, far from being a burden, it was the one thing Seren most missed.
“I think I will,” she said, abandoning the sword. At the door, she handed the pricket to Rose so she could lock the room.
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The hounds were getting close.
Unfortunately, it was impossible to say from which direction they were coming, although Rhiannon feared it must be Cael.
By now, they must have found her ruined gown. She only hoped Marcella’s masking potion would do its job and send them searching in another direction.
Unfortunately, they daren’t mount until the terrain was even enough to ride, and much to Rhiannon’s dismay, it was nearly daybreak before they climbed into their saddles. Only then, finally, they were able to gain some distance from the barking hounds—thankfully, because they were still much too close to Blackwood to take any chances. Any experienced dewine would recognize the scent of magik and intuitively follow it. To hell with those hounds, a nose like Morwen’s would smell the tiniest disturbance in the aether.
Essentially, all things were born of the aether, all things returned to it, but if one had the skill to do it, the aether could be manipulated. Still, it was impossible to do so without some form of residua. Ofttimes, with smaller spells, the scent was imperceptible, but it was completely unmistakable with larger-scale manipulations. Knowing that, Rhiannon held back, even with the smallest incantations.
Silently, she followed Jack through the brambles as he cleared a path before them. Directly behind Rhiannon, agile as any man, Marcella followed with her blade in hand, riding as though she were born to her saddle. Her hooded cloak hid her ebony tresses. And her bright green eyes assessed their surroundings with a shrewdness born of experience.
How old was she? Rhiannon wondered.
She behaved as though she were a hundred and Rhiannon’s elder, though she couldn’t be much older than Rhiannon.
For his part, Jack couldn’t be more than nine and ten, though it was difficult to say for certain, because he, too, wore the same concealing cloak. Both seemed far too young to be able protectors.
Dressed in black, the young man shouldered a darkness that belied his youthful countenance, and, even by night, the haunted look in his pale blue eyes was unmistakable. Rhiannon wondered what travails he’d encountered to make him seem so glum. Whatever it was, she suspected it must have something to do with her mother.
What else could convince strangers to aid her against Morwen? Either they owed Cael a great debt, else they loathed her mother so much they were willing to risk life and limb on Rhiannon’s behalf. But no matter the circumstances, Rhiannon was grateful, though there was something about Marcella that needled her.
The woman was sullen and suspicious, curt and mercurial—very much like a changeling. One minute she was entirely too solicitous, the next she was snappish, and it seemed to Rhiannon that no matter what she did, the woman was despotic.
Right now, it was impossible to gauge her expression or her mood for the hood she wore. “At this pace, it won’t be long before we cross into England,” she said aloud.
“Good,” was all Rhiannon could think to answer, and then after, the silence grew thick.
Sweet fates.
They weren’t even gone one night, and already she found that Cael’s face hovered like a ghost behind her lids, threatening to materialize every time she closed her eyes.
I don’t love you, she told herself furiously.
I don’t even like you.
But it wasn’t true.
She loved him with reckless abandon—even more now that he’d dared to risk his life to save her.
Aye, she knew beyond a shadow of doubt that there would be a price to be paid for this. She only hoped that Cael understood what he was doing and that he knew how to handle her mother.
Time and again, she turned to scrutinize the path behind them, trembling with fear, all the while lying to herself and telling herself she didn’t care.
But she did.
And if, indeed, Cael’s ruse was discovered…
The thought left her sick with fear.
“You love him, do you not?”
Startled by the impertinent question, Rhiannon met Marcella’s gaze. “Nay,” she lied.
The dewine’s lips tilted up at one corner. “Ah,” she said, with an infuriating sense of certainty. “I think you do.”
Rhiannon cast the woman an annoyed glance. “Why should I?”
“Why shouldn’t you?”
“Oh, I don’t know,” said Rhiannon, with no small measure of disgust. “Perhaps because he’s in league with my mother?”
Silence.
“Or, better yet, mayhap because he kept me imprisoned for five long years!”
Marcella flicked her hand dismissively. “Alas, my cousin is a complicated man. And yet, I know he loves you.”
Or so he’d claimed, though it didn’t suit Rhiannon to dwell on such notions—not here, not now. It would serve her far better to remember the worst of Cael—that he’d locked her away in a tower for six long months before finally affording her the luxury of a bower.
And then he’d allowed her mother’s lackey to place her in shackles, then no matter how oft she’d lowered herself to beg, he’d never once considered removing them.
Until last night.
“I don’t think he knows what love is,” Rhiannon countered.
“Hmm,” said Marcella, scornfully. “I wonder how he might prove it?”
Nettled, Rhiannon met her question with stubborn silence, though Marcella persisted.
“Perhaps by setting you free at peril to himself and to all he holds dear?”
Rhiannon fought the urge to fly at the woman and scratch out her eyes. She didn’t like Cael’s “cousin,” and she liked her even less with every passing moment. She was grateful certainly, and she would endeavor to remember her gratitude, but she’d love nothing more than to enjoy a moment of silence. And even so, Marcella persisted. “Wouldn’t that be proof enough?”
Rhiannon narrowed her gaze.
Was that resentment she noted in the woman’s voice?
Moreover, she had the inescapable feeling that this dewine knew more about Cael’s affiliation with Morwen than she was willing to reveal. That bothered her even more.
Who was this woman who claimed to be her husband’s cousin? Though curiosity needled her, she refrained from asking, sensing Marcella wouldn’t provide any answers.
Cael was no longer her concern, she told herself.
Even now, he might be dead, and, really, she must endeavor to harden her heart. They had a long way to go, and much to accomplish. Cael d’Lucy’s decisions were his own, and she couldn’t allow herself to take responsibility for his choices, or his affiliations. No one had told him to align himself with Morwen… nor did Rhiannon ever ask to be imprisoned at Blackwood.
Certainly, she’d never asked to love him.
The woman riding alongside her looked too much like a cat who got the cream.
“Why are you helping me?” Rhiannon asked. “For my husband?”
“Nay,” the woman replied. “Mind you, I care deeply for Lord Blackwood, but I believe loving you will be the death of him yet, and for what? I cannot believe you ever knew his heart.”
Rhiannon winced, confused, more than angry.
It was true, perhaps: There was much about Cael d’Lucy she was not privy to know. But that was not her fault, she told herself. He’d only ever revealed the face he cared to show. And even so… she’d spent so many waking hours in his company over these past five years; shouldn’t she know him better than some woman who hadn’t seen him in years? Even a cousin?
“He’s not the man you believe him to be, Rhiannon.”
“No doubt,” Rhiannon agreed. “But then, prithee, who is he?”
The dewine shook her head. “That is not for me to answer, my dewine sister. Though if he survives your mother, you might ask him yourself.” Then she laughed acerbically. “As to the reason, I’m helping you… why else? ’Tis the will of the Goddess, no doubt.”
“I see,” said Rhiannon. And perhaps she did—far more than she cared to. It was there in the glint of Marcella’s eyes, in the tears she’d disdained to shed. Marcella might, in truth, be his cousin, but the woman might also be in love with him.
The two women shared a knowing glance, and then Marcella huffed a sound of disgust, and put a heel to her mare, moving ahead to take the lead. Meanwhile Jack fell back to ride alongside Rhiannon. “You mustn’t concern yourself with Marcella,” he advised. “Betimes she’s abrasive, though she means well. She’s quite protective of Lord Blackwood.”
“So, I’ve noticed.”
The young man grinned stupidly, then sighed, watching as Marcella whacked at brambles. “She’s not only lovely, but she’s clever, as well.”
Annoyance rushed down Rhiannon’s spine. “So, I must presume.”
Jack nodded, ignoring the telltale note of sarcasm in Rhiannon’s voice, responding with unreserved pride. “She served the Empress and her house many, many years.”
The Empress. Rhiannon’s half-sister, though they hadn’t really a drop of blood in common. Still, her interest was mildly piqued, and she said, “In what fashion?”
She never anticipated the answer she received. “Marcella is the only woman ever to be assigned to the Papal Guard.”
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She was a paladin?
Rhiannon blinked, surprised for the second time this morn, now seeing the woman with entirely new eyes.
Gripping her reins until her mount protested over the tension, she stared wide-eyed at Marcella’s back. Riding with her back straight, head held high, with her trusty sword brandished in her hand, she wielded it with the same confidence she displayed in the saddle.
How was this possible?
Even by her own admission, Marcella was a witch. For obvious reasons, those two professions did not align.
Disbelieving what she’d heard, Rhiannon met Jack’s gaze, only to be sure. He nodded swiftly at the question in her eyes, and Rhiannon blinked yet again.
How was this possible?
For ages, their dewinefolk had been hunted by paladins—and not merely in past times. From its conception, the Papal Guard had ruthlessly hunted her kind, dragging them out from their homes only to be burned at the stake—like her grandmother. Shortly before Rhiannon was born, her grandmother was sentenced to death, and executed by a company of paladins. They were, essentially, no more than executioners for the Church.
But she shouldn’t be so surprised because her own forebear was said to have aided huntsmen. The great and esteemed Taliesin was Uther’s mage, and Uther was said to be a founding member of the Papal Guard. There wasn’t a living witch who knew their dewine history who didn’t feel some measure of ambivalence over the conflicts of their past. There might appear to be clear sides—right or wrong—but the truth was far more complicated.
A pure blood dewine herself, Cerridwen should have been the one to whom their loyalties were bound. After all, she was a Goddess, and Taliesin was her child, natural born though he was not. And yet, it was her blood that made him, and in the end, he’d betrayed her—as he later betrayed their dewinekind by aligning himself with Uther Pendragon.
As the story was told to Rhiannon, Uther hunted faefolk and slew them till their numbers had dwindled. He was the reason her people hid themselves in the sacred forests and buried their grimoires for fear of persecution.
And yet… here was Marcella… aiding Rhiannon… at her cousin’s behest. It was enough to make Rhiannon’s head ache as much as her heart. Even with the burden of her manacles lifted, she could scarcely think to make sense of all the things she’d learned. Everything was clear as sludge.
And yet, she knew that not all paladins were agents of destruction. Proof of that was her brother by law; Giles de Vere was Rosalynde’s champion and now her husband. For love of her sister, he’d turned his back on his paladin vows.
Had Marcella as well?
And what, pray tell, was Marcella’s connection to Cael?
Whose side was she on?
And so, it seemed, even after so many centuries, there were still no clear lines to be drawn… Morwen was evil, perhaps because she was betrayed, and despite that this alone was no true defense, neither was Taliesin an innocent man. Their ancient feud—fanciful though the bards might make it—was as real as the nose on Rhiannon’s face, vicious besides.
There was no way around it; Morwen must die. And yet, despite this, Rhiannon suddenly understood something about her mother’s plight—perhaps even sympathized with her as well.
And now, if she sensed ambivalence in Marcella, at least she understood why: Marcella might, in truth, be her dewine sister, but she was a slayer of her own kind. Therefore, she was not to be trusted nor trifled with, and, yes, indeed, Rhiannon must keep her wits about her, until she chanced to discover what it was that motivated the paladin.
In the meantime, one thing was certain: It was going to be a long, long journey to Warkworth.
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By the time they crossed into England, Rhiannon felt her strength nearly returned. Although her body wasn’t so hale as it was before the confinement, her head felt clearer than it had in ages—as clear as it could possibly be while plagued with thoughts of Cael.
Unfortunately, there was little she could do for Blackwood’s lord, and she must accept the truth. Her husband had chosen his fate. Whatever his attachment to Morwen, his consequences were his own to bear. But it still made her miserable—as miserable as she’d been over the loss of her sister, although, in truth, they shouldn’t be the same.
She’d known Arwyn her entire life.
In contrast, she’d known Cael but a small portion of that.
And furthermore, Arwyn was an innocent, a good woman, who’d spent her entire life following the dictates of her heart.
Rhiannon didn’t know what Cael was, but he wasn’t particularly “good,” and neither was he innocent.
Inherently, it was a waste of time to grieve for a man like him. And nevertheless, she was coming to realize that love was not reasonable, and neither was it kind—not if the ache in her heart was any indication.
Distracting herself from her wayward thoughts, following her guides, she idled away the hours honing her Craft, summoning water from the aether, then tossing it away—a tiddly little spell that didn’t require much manipulation so it shouldn’t call undue attention. Their proximity to Blackwood was still too precarious and she wasn’t yet strong enough to cast a big enough protection spell to make the gamble worthwhile. But this spell was so simple that she performed it by rote, casting it again and again, strengthening her connection to the hud by virtue of the repetition. She was desperate to prepare herself in case her mother should appear, and they were far enough now that it should be safe.
On the bright side, they’d been traveling for most of the day, and still, there was no sign of Morwen or Cael. If luck remained their ally, perhaps by the time they made camp this eve, she would be strong enough to cast a proper protection spell. If not, she’d find some other way to defend herself and her companions—whether or not they deserved her protection. One way or the other, the onus must fall to Rhiannon. Only she had any true chance to prevail against Morwen, because, skilled as she might be, Marcella’s sword was a poor defense against hud du. Paladin, or nay, her Craft left much to be desired. Bravado would take her only so far. With that sword, she might fare well enough against brigands, but Morwen was another matter entirely. Potions were weak and ineffectual, compared to elemental magik.
Although, at this point, the sword had returned to her scabbard, all day long, she’d been swinging it as though in warning, casting narrow-eyed glances toward Rhiannon each time Rhiannon dared perform a new spell. This was the extent of their interaction, and Rhiannon quickly came to realize how much that woman resented her.
Envy perhaps?
If not over Cael, then mayhap over magik?
Ready to do battle over her right to defend herself, Rhiannon summoned another palmful of water, and then cast it away, marveling over the rush of magik through her veins.
Only a dewine’s eyes could spy the small points of dew that flew to her hand, each lit by a soft incandescent glow that reminded Rhiannon of tiny stars—dew lights, she’d called them as a child.
Oblivious to those dew lights, Jack rode beside her, regaling Rhiannon with tales of his days at sea with his father. He recounted all their travels, the ports they’d visited and all the commissions they’d accepted from her half-sister Matilda.
“That’s how I came to know your sisters,” he said, and Rhiannon frowned.
“Sisters?”
He smiled ruefully. “Seren and Arwyn,” he said. “My papa was capitaine of the Whitshed. Sadly, he died in the same fire that took your sister’s life, though I do not blame Arwyn.”
“I-I’m… sorry,” Rhiannon said, stunned.
Why hadn’t she realized sooner?
This, then, was the reason for the melancholy so evident in his pale blue eyes, ever present even despite his good humor. Apparently, he’d been a witness to her sister’s sacrifice, and by no choice of his own, had lost his father as well. Only, it occurred to her suddenly that if he was there that day, he would also know if Seren survived. Because of her infuriating shackles, Rhiannon never had the opportunity to find out. Now, she was afraid to ask.
“Four years ago, last month,” he said. “I miss him still.” And then he crossed himself and kissed his thumb.
Rhiannon’s fingers fluttered to her breast, pressing the dampness into the rough wool of her tunic. “And Seren?”
He shook his head, and Rhiannon’s heart tripped painfully.
“I’ve not seen her in years,” he said, “though I believe she and Rosalynde now reside together at Warkworth.” He smiled sadly as he added, “You know, it was Arwyn who first taught me my letters, and then… Seren who held me together…”
He didn’t seem able to finish, and Rhiannon’s gaze shifted into the treetops, hoping to stem the flow of tears—relief and sorrow warring inside her.
Seren was alive!
“I did not mean to upset you,” he said.
A well-worn grief came back to haunt her, and Rhiannon lifted her hand to her throat, shaking her head mutely. Emotion stuck in her throat.
It was not Jack’s fault.
It was not Jack she blamed.
Rhiannon was the one who’d encouraged Arwyn in those final moments… That day, she’d mindspoken, defying their lack of proximity, earning herself a pair of manacles and her sweet sister a fiery end. Thereafter, Rhiannon had wept for days, until Morwen’s lackey arrived to place her in shackles. From that day forward, she’d nourished her anger, because grief alone would have broken her entirely.
“She was a kind soul,” Jack said. “Unlike my father, your sister had a way of making figures seem like the most diverting task. She made me long to read.”
It had been so long since Rhiannon had had news of any of her sisters, the telling of his tale was bittersweet. Her breath hitched, remembering Arwyn…
Her sweet, young sister could raise anyone’s spirits. She had loved fiercely, and in the end, had proven that love. The world was darker without her.
“She had this… crystal,” he said. “As my reward for a job well done, she would betimes allow me a look at it to see what I could spy.”
Merlin’s Crystal.
The scrying stone her sisters had destroyed before leaving London. Older yet than the Book of Secrets, it was priceless and irreplaceable. Alas, like every scrying stone, it only revealed itself to those with the sight.
“And did you ever spy anything?”
He shook his head. “Your sister made me believe I could… but nay… never.”
Rhiannon nodded, grateful for all that he’d shared. “Thank you,” she said, wanting to know more, but not strong enough to ask. At any rate, he was a bit of a blathererprater and she didn’t really need to coax him.
Throughout the day, he told her about his mother and his father. Evidently, his mother was a distant relation to Geoffrey d’Anjou, second husband to Matilda, and father of Duke Henry. Jack’s father’s father was a ship’s captain as well, as was his great grandsire—the latter having captained the flagship of The Conqueror’s invading fleet. No small feat. He said he’d once thought he might enjoy being a ship’s captain, too, but after his father died, he lost his love for the sea. Relieved over his change of heart, his mother had convinced him to apply himself to the Empress’s guard.
“So, you returned to France?” Rhiannon asked.
“Eventually.”
That’s when he told her about Wilhelm of Warkworth, the bastard son of Richard de Vere—a bear of a man whose bark was sharper than his bite. Sent by his brother to locate Rhiannon’s missing sisters, he’d discovered both Seren and Arwyn hidden away on the Whitshed. Unfortunately, not in time to save Arwyn. It was only then that Wilhelm had appointed himself as Seren’s champion. He later married her as well. “I don’t remember much about that morning,” Jack said. “But I vividly recall that fire.” He shook his head. “It was like nothing I’ve ever seen—those bright, bright blue flames rose higher than the masthead.”
“Witchfire,” said Rhiannon. “’Tis⁠—”
“Oh, I know,” he said, perhaps hoping to spare her the explanation. “Of course, I did not witness it myself, but I’m told your sister cast the same blaze at the Battle of the Tower.”
Rhiannon furrowed her brow.
“Battle… of the Tower?”
Averting his gaze, Jack sucked in a breath, perhaps realizing how little she’d been told. He then proceeded to explain: After the fire, Wilhelm escorted Jack and Seren as far as Neasham, leaving Jack there, in the care of the nuns. He was thirteen, he said, and neither Wilhelm nor Seren had relished the thought of exposing him to danger. In those days, he’d had no knowledge of witches, and he’d begged them not to leave. Turning a deaf ear to his pleas, they left him anyway, and neither did they tell him the truth, not until they returned to collect him many months later. By then, Jack had already heard the news.
Apparently, after leaving him at Neasham, Wilhelm and Seren continued to Warkworth, taking a familiar route. It was in Holystone Wood that they’d encountered Rose and Elspeth at some ruin called the Widow’s Tower…
Of course, Rhiannon knew none of this, because all of it took place after they’d placed her in shackles, effectively blocking her magik. Naturally, nobody ever bothered to inform her—yet another reason for her to be furious with Cael.
Evidently, having been summoned by Morwen, her sisters arrived to retrieve Elspeth’s son. Surrounded by Morwen’s army, and far outnumbered, they’d feared the worst.
“She took Ellie’s son?” interrupted Rhiannon. “I don’t understand… how was she able to enter Aldergh castle? After Eustace and Morwen’s attack, I helped Elspeth fortify a warding spell.”
Jack shrugged.
“Because your mother’s a canny old witch, that’s why,” announced Marcella, tugging on her reins and falling back to ride alongside them. Her green eyes glittered fiercely. “She gave herself a glamour to resemble Elspeth.”
Rhiannon peered around Jack to better see Marcella, and asked, “So you were there?”
“Nay, I was not,” said the witch-paladin. “’Tis simply my business to know.”
“Did my husband know as well?”
The witch-paladin eyed Rhiannon shrewdly. “I cannot say what your husband did or did not know.” She lifted her chin. “Would you like to feed your angry wolf, or would you like to hear the rest of the tale?”
Rhiannon’s changing emotions returned to annoyance over Marcella’s officious tone. She swallowed her ire and said, “I’d like to hear the rest, please.”
Marcella smiled victoriously. “Deceived by Morwen’s glamour, your sister’s guards invited Morwen into the castle; there, she stole the elder boy, and took him to the Widow’s Tower, threatening to murder him if they did not return her grimoire.”
Rhiannon pressed a hand to her breast. Even all these years later, prickles of fear sidled down her spine in anticipation of hearing the rest. “What then?”
“Seren—”
“Nay,” Marcella interrupted Jack. “Seren did not cast the witchfire. Rather, she was the one to put it out. It was Morwen who summoned witchfire and demanded that Seren pass through it to trade the Book for the child.”
“And did she?” Rhiannon swallowed convulsively.
Marcella shook her head. “Nay, she did not. For love of her, and in fear for her life, Wilhelm Fitz Richard seized the grimoire
before Seren could comply, intending to sacrifice himself to save the child. So, it seemed, the battle would be lost, but Seren saved the day, dousing Morwen’s witchfire with her witchwater, even as your mother fled, taking the grimoire with her.”
So many questions sprang to Rhiannon’s lips. “What of the child?”
“Fine.”
“And Wilhelm?”
“Fine.”
“My sister did that?”
“Aye,” said the paladin very smugly.
“My Seren?”
Marcella lifted her brows. “Perhaps you know another?” When Rhiannon shook her head, she said with a sniff, “Seren will be Regnant, so I’m told.”
Rhiannon was too stunned by the revelation to take offense over Marcella’s high-minded tone.
Witchwater?
Seren had cast witchwater?
Seren?
With the power to heal, and cast away demons, the Church had once used witchwater for their sacraments. However, since the break between the Papacy and the doom of Avalon, they’d been using plain old well water, blessed by a priest.
There were only three sacred elements in the world—witchwater, witchwind and witchfire. Supposedly, if a dewine grew strong enough, and her affinity allowed it, she could find within her ability to cast one sacred element. No witch in modernity had ever had the power to summon them all… not even her grandmother.
None of her sisters were skilled enough for that.
Elspeth was aligned to earth. All her magik—what little she’d dared perform—always hearkened this alignment. Rosalynde’s affinity was water; from the time she was young she could cover a windowpane with frost in the middle of summer. But Seren?
And yet, somehow, it did make sense…
Someone had to be the Regnant, and her sister’s magik had always been odd—as though it were bound. Her middle sister had displayed a very strange combination of affinities. Although Rhiannon had always supposed she was aligned to air, she was also gifted with the skill to charm, much like Ellie, only better. However, charm was a skillset aligned to earth, and earth was not compatible with air. Therefore, the only logical explanation should be that Seren, too, was aligned to aether. Rhiannon had never seriously considered this, mostly because she herself was aligned to aether, and the alignment to aether was so incredibly rare it was far more likely that all her sisters would be aligned to a single affinity, rather than to have even one aligned to aether… much less two… or three.
“Art certain?” Rhiannon asked, casting another dubious glance at Marcella.
Marcella lifted a black brow. “Quite,” she said. “Your sister will be Regnant—Goddess willing.”
“But… I… am aligned to aether,” Rhiannon said. “’Tis highly improbable to have three dewines all in one family aligned to aether…”
“Nay, not three,” Marcella countered, and Rhiannon tilted the paladin a questioning look. “Your mother is not aligned to aether,” she said, and then she averted her gaze, staring straight ahead with her chin raised belligerently. “God’s blood! You look exactly like her,” she interjected, and it sounded like a complaint.
By now, Rhiannon had had enough of Marcella’s icy demeanor. Ever since leaving Blackwood, she’d been moody and argumentative. She didn’t know what was wrong with the woman, but why in the name of the Mother Goddess would she deign to help Rhiannon if she loathed Rhiannon so much?
“I look like her because she is my mother,” Rhiannon said icily. “And because she is my mother, don’t you suppose I should know best if my mother is aligned to aether?”
Marcella lifted her brow a little higher, as she slid Rhiannon a triumphant glare. “Oh, how ignorant you are!”
Rhiannon pursed her lips and longed to fill her palm with water again, only to cast it into Marcella’s face. “I beg pard⁠—”
“Oh, please!” said Marcella. “Spare me, Lady Blackwood! I know your kind!”
Rhiannon was momentarily disarmed by the vicious presentation of her title—Lady Blackwood. For the past few hours, she’d somehow been able to keep Cael off her mind—thanks mostly to Jack. Clearly, Marcella could not.
“All your life you’ve been blessed in your affinities, and perhaps you believe yourself better than those with less. Merely because I’ve chosen alchemy as my profession, and simply because I’ve no elemental affinity, does not mean my dewine blood is less than yours!”
Rhiannon opened her mouth to speak, but the paladin wasn’t through…
“What I lack in my affinities, I make up for in expertise elsewhere. Unlike you, Lady Blackwood, I’ve made it my life’s devotion to know my kin.”
Rhiannon countered, “And yet, you would hunt and slay your own kind?”
Marcella’s eyes narrowed till they were slits. “You know nothing, Rhiannon Pendragon,” she declared, with the emphasis on her ancestral name, and the rebuke left Rhiannon dumb. Once again, she opened her mouth to argue that she, too, had dedicated her life to her Craft—practicing even when her sisters dared not. But she closed her mouth again, wondering…
Could it be true?
Did she believe herself better than others?
Was this why Marcella had been casting her the evil eye all day long? She had only assumed it was her affection for Cael, but perhaps it was not…
She peered over at Jack, but the young man looked like a frightened rabbit facing a wolf, and his shoulders lifted and froze.
Snapping her reins indignantly, Marcella harrumphed, hitching her chin. And once again, as she had this morn, she spurred her mount ahead, taking the lead. Only this time, as she went, she said, “When you are ready to humble yourself, Lady Blackwood, and perhaps learn something more than you think you know, please let me know!”



Chapter
Sixteen

Humble?
Sweet fates! For five years, Rhiannon had been humbled by no choice of her own.
Even before her confinement at Blackwood, she and her sisters had spent nearly every day of their lives taking whatever scraps were offered.
At Llanthony, they’d occupied a single-room cottage with a crude, dirt floor and one bed—five girls, sleeping all together in whatever corner could be found.
In this day and age, she and her ilk were ill-favored, condemned by the Church as heretics or demons. But they were far from that lot; dewinefolk were merely flesh and blood like anyone else.
Moreover, it didn’t matter that she and her sisters were blood to a King, they’d suffered no less humility than leper-infected beggars.
Each of them had gold aplenty they’d never even once benefited from—not even her wedded sisters, because they’d married men of whom the Crown did not approve.
It was only after becoming Cael’s “ward” that Rhiannon had ever even owned a new dress she didn’t sew herself. “Humble!” she said crossly.
How dare that woman imply she was anything but.
Jack rode silently beside her, saying nothing at all—at least not for the longest while, and then he suggested, very gently, “Some folks believe you must be poor and suffering to comprehend humility. But my father used to claim that betimes, even the poor, sometimes perceiving humility to be honorable, will borrow the cloak.”
There was little rebuke in his tone, and something about his expression led Rhiannon to resist the temptation to lash out at him. She bit her tongue, considering the parable.
Indeed, she was prideful—had always been. She knew her faults as well as any.
In fact, her pride had more than once led her to argue with Elspeth, because, as the eldest, Ellie had so often carried herself as though she knew everything. Rhiannon couldn’t bear to be told what to do, or how to think…
And yet, knowing what she knew now, if she could take back one moment of prideful disagreement with any of her sisters, she would do it in a heartbeat. Never in her life had she appreciated them more than she did right now… and clearly, she’d underestimated them as well.
Seren would be Regnant?
And Arwyn… were the situation reversed, would Rhiannon have sacrificed herself the way Arwyn had?
Alas, no one could say for certes how they might respond in any such moment, but Rhiannon liked to believe she would. And yet, she had always believed herself to be the indispensable one… so, then, perhaps she would not?
And now, as it turned out, though her hud was quite strong, she didn’t have half the ability Seren had proven to possess. Still, no humbler person than Seren had ever lived. She needn’t have seen her these past five years to know it was still true.
“I know your sisters quite well,” said Jack, as though he’d read her mind. “I spent a good deal of time with all three before returning to Calais. It has been my pleasure to know them, and yet I have never encountered so much kindness.”
“Indeed… my sisters are wondrous,” said Rhiannon, still mulling over his parable. “It is for love of them I’m so much a fiend.”
“Aye,” said Jack, with a wink. “So, I’m told.”
Rhiannon smiled ruefully, embarrassed, and then she cast yet another glance at Marcella’s rigid back.
“I can only imagine,” she said, wondering over the things Jack might have heard. Clearly, Marcella hadn’t any respect for her, she and Elspeth had argued all too oft, and while the rest of her sisters had tried in vain to keep the peace, admittedly, Rhiannon was possessed of a temper.
“Only to hear them speak of you, I admired you well,” said Jack. “So, I am told, you are the best, the wisest, the most talented dewine of our age. Naturally, I could not wait to meet you…” He shrugged. “And here I am.”
Surprised by the compliments, Rhiannon shifted her gaze to meet his. “Have I disappointed you?”
The young man’s golden brows lifted. “Not at all, m’lady. I can see why Lord Blackwood is so smitten.” He inclined his head toward Marcella. “In fact, were my heart not already taken, I might be obliged to offer it to you.”
He winked at her again, but Rhiannon’s smile faded, thinking about Cael. “Not so smitten he would abandon my mother,” she groused.
Jack sighed then, sounding weary.
How old was he? she wondered yet again. If he had been thirteen when he first knew her sisters, he must be no more than seventeen or eighteen—younger than the nineteen she’d first presumed. Comparatively, Marcella was easily ten years his senior, with a decade’s worth of life and knowledge that would naturally leave the poor lad wanting.
What a jumble this was: Rhiannon loved Cael but couldn’t have him. He claimed to love her, as well, but not enough to abandon her mother. Marcella loved Cael, Rhiannon suspected, and yet here she was left in the cold. And so, too, was Jack, because he coveted a woman who was well out of his league and whose heart belonged to another.
“Your mother is… quite… the force,” he said. “In truth, she frightens me out of my wits. I see you do resemble her, Rhiannon… so, then… I must presume that while there may be something of her in you… there may also be something of you in her.”
“Aye,” agreed Rhiannon. “’Tis precisely this I fear.”
“Perhaps… so does she,” he suggested, hitching his chin once more at Marcella’s back. “And yet, she must know as I know, that Lord Blackwood would never have summoned aid for you, if there was so little in you to be loved. Therefore, at least for now, you must content yourself to know that your husband is not precisely the man you believe him to be, and that is a good thing.”
Rhiannon nodded.
“Neither is she,” he added, though if Rhiannon hoped he would say more, Marcella turned to cast him a withering glance, and he shut his gob and spoke no more.

THERE WAS a lot to be considered, and yet, after a while, one grew weary of self-rumination. Hours later, Rhiannon was still pettish and growing peckish besides.
Now that the initial danger appeared to be over, her stomach grumbled in complaint, and, even after having appeased it with a small stick of smoked beef, she longed for more. Not having been privy to Cael’s plans, she hadn’t touched her supper last night.
At any rate, how could anyone eat seated next to that despicable creature?
Reaching back into her saddlebag for whatever morsel could be found, she fished out a small sack of filberts, her favorite nuts. No doubt this was Cael’s doing. In fact, she had the feeling that half the reason he’d ever deigned to serve her all these years was because he’d enjoyed seeing the brightening of her countenance when he brought her special treats.
And she, of course, incensed by her eternal confinement, had resolved to deprive him even of that.
No matter, there were times she couldn’t hide her joy, and betimes, when caught off guard, her spirits brightened, and she’d lifted her gaze to find him smiling too.
She popped a filbert into her mouth, considering the man’s endless patience, his bigger-than-life presence. She missed his devilish smile and his glinting eyes.
Would she truly never see him again?
There had been no sign of hounds since leaving Brecknock Forest. Wales was long in their wake, and the only sounds of pursuit came from their coursers as, one after another, they trampled over heavy bracken, snapping twigs and disturbing dew-dampened leaves—that, along with the occasional thwack of an errant bough.
“God’s blood,” complained Jack, as another branch whipped back to slap him on the cheek, courtesy of Marcella. Evidently, she was still nursing her pique and Rhiannon munched on nuts and held her tongue, taking perverse joy in Jack’s indignation. Annoyed, he called out to the paladin in a deceptively amiable tone, “Thanks for la colée, mon patron—the second one you’ve dealt me today.”
“Be vigilant,” Marcella demanded, unfazed. “Else you will find yourself with a coup de grâce, and it will not be dealt by my own hand.”
Unappeased by her response, Jack argued, “Aye… well, wouldn’t it be wiser to travel by night, when these stupid birds will be roosting?”
“Nay,” she snapped, and then explained. “’Tis not the ravens I worry over, Jaques. They cannot follow our scent like the hounds. Coming into these woods will necessitate coming within proximity of our bows, and Morwen will not risk her precious birds. Rather, she’ll use Blackwood’s hounds to follow the scent and the birds to search hill and dale. This is why we washed Rhiannon’s tunic with a masking philter.”
Taking his blade to another wayward limb, “Jaques” muttered crossly beneath his breath, his mood a bit less affable now than it had been earlier in the day.
Rhiannon couldn’t help herself; she smirked.
By now they were all exhausted, after having traveled most of the night and day without rest, and soon—very, very soon—they would be forced to abandon the woods.
“They can smell,” Jack argued. “I’ve watched them sniff out carrion with my own eyes.”
“Not very well,” Marcella persisted. “In order to smell your merde, they would have to shove their black beaks up your adorable little arse. And besides, grâce à Dieu, you are not rotting nor are you bloody.”
“Not yet,” he persisted. “But I may soon be if you keep flinging thorny limbs in my face!”
“There are no thorns on these branches, Jaques,” she said placidly. “You complain like an old woman, my friend.”
“I felt a thorn,” he said, though it couldn’t be true. His face would have been pocked and marked if that were the case, and it was still smooth as a baby’s bottom—not even marred by chin hairs.
To that, Marcella shot back without compunction, “Simply watch where you are going, Jack. I’ve seen you nodding. Now is no time to sleep.”
Jack grumbled beneath his breath—something about stopping to rest—as Rhiannon popped the last of her filberts into her mouth, then shoved the sack back into her bag.
Marcella was right, of course. Now, when it seemed they should be out of danger; this was when they were most at peril. They couldn’t afford to let down their guard. Morwen was ruthless and persistent. Still, Marcella’s imperious nature was infuriating. Young as she must be, the woman behaved as though she knew everything. It grated on Rhiannon’s nerves—and evidently, on Jack’s nerves as well, even despite that he’d confessed affection for her.
Marcella was also right about the ravens. Having lost so many birds already, her mother wouldn’t risk even one unnecessarily. Insomuch as birds loved trees, and trees loved birds, they were, indeed, far less useful in the confines of these dense woods. And because they weren’t particularly tiny, the odds were quite high they would spy a raven before it ever spied them. Quick as they were, they weren’t faster than an arrow, and if either of these two were worth their salt, Rhiannon wouldn’t have to wield her magik, and yet… she could. Even now she itched to flick a flame into Marcella’s beautiful black mane.
How, in the name of the Goddess, could a woman look so stunning without any feminine accouterments. The deep brown stained—almost black—cowl had slipped down to puddle about her shoulders, catching a waterfall of shining tresses into the back of her hood. Even tired, her skin was tawny, and her facial features so dark they appeared to be painted. In fact, in all her life, she’d never seen lashes or brows so thick and black.
To the contrary, Rhiannon felt smelly, dirty, itchy, and only thanks to the braids she’d worn last eve, she didn’t have a rat’s nest for hair. Her skin was pasty from lack of sun—years of lack, in fact. Next to Marcella, she felt like a faded scrap of cloth—and yet, alas, not so washed out that she would be invisible to Morwen’s ravens. At least, not until she could perform a proper protection spell.
“Seems to me, she’d be willing to lose a few, if only for the sake of expediency,” Jack grumbled, as he unsheathed his sword again to hack at another tangle of limbs.
“She will not.”
“How can you know?”
“Because,” Marcella replied. “I heard she’s having trouble breeding them. Those ravens are meant to mate for life, and so many of the mates have been slain. Whatever else they are to her, they are integral to her plan. I promise you she will not risk even one.”
Rhiannon listened quietly, loathe to take the witch-paladin’s side, despite that she was right. “Command the birds, command the nation,” her mother used to say.
And, of course, it was true, because whosoever commanded the realm’s mode of communication, commanded the barons as well. Morwen’s affinity with those birds had made her indispensable to Henry, and then to Stephen as well. Ultimately, this was how a penurious young Welsh maiden was able to gain the notice of a King. Consequently, it was also how she’d kept it long after her wiles had failed her. Eventually, both kings had their fill of the witch, and when they did, she moved on to Stephen’s son…
Eustace.
Scourge of England.
Bane of his father.
Puppet to Morwen.
“Is it true she can change them?”
“Aye,” said Marcella and Rhiannon, both at once.
Marcella peered back at Rhiannon, giving her an annoyed glance, though Rhiannon ignored her. Rhiannon asked Jack, “Did you never meet Bran?”
“Nay.”
“I wish I had not,” she said, though thankfully, she’d heard naught more from her mother’s manservant since the day she saw him on the Whitshed.
Alas, she wished she could say the same about Mordecai. Now and again, that abomination had come to perch himself on her windowsill, in the guise of a bird. Only once had he ever ascended the stairs as a man, and Rhiannon had made Cael aware of it and he promised to never allow him to come again.
As for Bran, Rhiannon prayed to the Goddess that those flames had taken him as well—and surely, they must have, else, like Arwyn, Seren would never have lived to see the end of the day.
Poor, poor Arwyn.
Her people held a strong belief that all things were one, living and dead. If, indeed, the tenets of their faith were to be believed, nothing ever truly ceased to be. If she was lucky, mayhap one day she would see Arwyn again, though if she did, what would she say?
I’m sorry for asking you to sacrifice yourself.
I’m sorry I wasn’t strong enough to save you.
I’m sorry it wasn’t me.
Anger blazed through her—a righteous anger so intense that it threatened to make her combust right there in her saddle. She had allowed Arwyn to sacrifice herself, just as she’d let Morien…
Her sister Seren was blessed with infinite patience and goodwill, but Rhiannon feared she was cursed with her mother’s darkness; what was more, she heartily embraced it.
Five long years of incarceration had made her more wrathful than ever—more so at herself for loving a man who’d kept her imprisoned.
Cael…
Oblivious to her state of mind, Jack and Marcella prattled on endlessly and Rhiannon couldn’t help herself. Squeezing her fist tight, she opened it suddenly, and her fury materialized in the palm of her hand, a tiny blue flame she longed to cast away to set the forest ablaze, damned be the consequences!
Oh, yes, she knew there was a price to be paid, and she accepted the Law of Three as truth. Still, anger was her constant companion…
If, for example, one had summoned a brume to aid one’s sister’s escape… perhaps five years of imprisonment would be one’s just reward.
And mayhap, rather than blame Cael for all her troubles, she should blame herself…
Closing her fist, she snuffed out the flame.
“Do you smell that?” asked Jack.
“What?”
“Smoke.”
“Nay,” said Marcella, although she turned to peer over her shoulder at Rhiannon, narrowing her shrewd green eyes.
Rhiannon smiled innocently and shrugged.



Chapter
Seventeen

The days blurred one into another…
Ride, eat, sleep, wake, listen to Marcella crow, ride, eat, sleep, wake, listen to Marcella crow…
Whatever her true allegiance, her opinion was clear as Waldglas: Marcella wasn’t impressed by the English, nor their usurper king. But what wasn’t precisely evident was where her loyalties lay—not with the Germans, neither with the French or the Normans, even despite that she’d spent so much of her adult life in Germany and then Normandy with Matilda.
At heart, she was perhaps a Welsh patriot, but that was not entirely evident either. She defended Matilda as well as the Church, and marveled that the marcher lords hadn’t found a way to depose all the shambolic Welsh kings.
She was, in truth, a bit of a riddle…
“Pride is their sin,” she said now, expounding on Stephen’s barons and specifically their choice of war mounts. “If you ask me, they are too concerned with appearances, not enough with practicality,” she said. “Destriers are a menace on the battlefield. Meanwhile, our coursers might not put the fear of God into a man, but neither will they madden over the scent of blood. That is why he fell,” she said, speaking of King Stephen. “Not because he is ill-favored by God—that, and because he’s old and weak. Try putting a bit of horseflesh between your legs as an old man and see if you don’t find yourself with a gob full of muck as well.”
Apparently, the King had taken a tumble from his horse very recently—a few, in fact. The last time, he went face-first into the mire, causing a bevy of tongues to wag. He was “cursed,” so they’d said—abandoned by his God.
But really, how could he possibly win against the anointed son of a Holy Roman Empress! Duke Henry was the rightful heir, and furthermore, how was Stephen ever supposed to keep a discontented nation when he couldn’t even control his own son?
“I am only repeating what I heard,” said Jack, conversationally. “Though, in truth—at least to me—he seems ill-favored as any man can be.”
Marcella’s bark of laughter was acerbic. “Please!” she scoffed. “He stole his uncle’s throne, quite literally—stole England’s treasury, as well, and then forsook an oath to Matilda. Even so, that man kept his throne for nearly a full score years. If that is not good fortune, my young friend, I cannot say what is.”
Like her eldest sister, Elspeth, Marcella was clearly a loyalist for the Empress—prepared to defend the haughty woman at a moment’s notice. Sadly, Rhiannon hadn’t any love for the Would-be Queen. Half-sisters though they might be, in all their living years, Matilda had never once shown any of them any affection—not even Ellie.
Oh, yes, perhaps, in truth, she’d been kinder to Elspeth, once upon a day. But that was so long ago that Rhiannon doubted Elspeth would even remember what Matilda looked like at this very late date. Truly, that woman could be standing before them, grizzle-haired and full of chin hairs, and neither would recognize the other.
So far as Rhiannon was concerned, it didn’t matter to her who sat upon England’s throne, so long as they weren’t a poppet to Morwen—which, in fact, Stephen was.
True: He might be rethinking his alliances these days, but so long as Morwen kept his son’s ear, and so long as Eustace was still the heir apparent, her mother would rule through him. Rhiannon didn’t know Eustace well at all, but she knew enough about him to know that he was as weak of mind as he was of heart. But she was bored of politiks, and she wasn’t moved to speak throughout their entire discourse. Kings, queens, emperors, empresses—they all shat the same, so far as Rhiannon was concerned. She wasn’t impressed with any overlord, no matter their affiliations.
In truth, she couldn’t bring herself to believe that, when push came to shove, their champions wouldn’t abandon them, as well. It was what Cael had done, after all.
Hadn’t he?
I’ve loved you from the moment you opened your mouth, Rhiannon Pendragon…
Lies!
If he did, he would be here with her, right now, defending her, as a champion should.
Moreover, if Cael truly loved her, he wouldn’t keep so many damnable secrets… secrets he’d clearly shared with his know-it-all cousin.
Scowling at Marcella’s back, loathing her more and more with every word she uttered, Rhiannon found the woman to be insufferable, and yet, regrettably there was little she ever found to disagree with.
That was annoying.
More today than yesterday, tensions were tight, but so long as Rhiannon abstained from the conversation, Marcella and Jack maintained a fine fellowship, even if they disagreed about everything. It was evident that Jack admired the lady, but not so much that he was afraid to speak his mind. They argued good-naturedly, about politiks, swords, armor, horseshoes, horseflesh, gold, salt, cheese, vin, cats, birds, dental paste, and leather. No topic was invulnerable to their debate, and, so it appeared, the one thing everyone agreed upon was a shared loathing for Rhiannon’s mother.
Listening quietly, Rhiannon practiced her repetitions, minding her own affairs, allowing the two to agree to disagree as they would, time and again, with Marcella always, always having the last word. One would think they were in attendance at court, with barons postulating over Henry’s Forest Laws. But at least they managed to divert her attention… for a while.

FLEXING HER HAND, Rhiannon slid from the saddle. Her hand ached from so many repetitions. But it was only when she pulled up her sleeve to rub at the soreness that she noted the greenish-black stains marring her wrists—left by the bracelets?
Only now she wondered if the discoloration was why she was having trouble restoring the full scope of her abilities, even after three days of practicing as they traveled.
Tired and bleary-eyed, she longed to fall face-first into a hump of leaves, may the midge flies bite what they pleased. But at least they were still free, with no sign of Morwen in pursuit. How in the name of the Goddess they’d managed to evade that woman, Rhiannon couldn’t begin to fathom, but in retrospect, it was entirely possible the hounds they’d heard weren’t from Blackwood at all.
And still, though she knew it was improbable, she hoped Cael would follow.
Alas, she was too tired to think of that or anything else right now. She longed for a good night’s rest, and a belly full of victuals—not necessarily in that order.
There was a brook nearby. She could hear the tinkling of water over stones. Mayhap in the morn, she would go wash her face and endeavor to remove these stains from her wrists. The last thing they needed right now was for her to retain any of the inspired metal, especially if it could silence her magik. As it turned out, it was fortuitous that Marcella was carrying the bracelets—so long as she didn’t intend to return them to Rhiannon’s wrists. Somehow, the woman seemed determined to nettle her unto death. And, naturally, she would choose a thicket tangled with brambles. Though it was all well and good. There was more than enough space to shelter the three of them, along with their horses. Hidden amidst a spinney of trees, the thicket was perfectly positioned to cast some sort of protection spell and, finally, after multiple failures, she was excited to try again.
Anticipating the rush through her veins, Rhiannon located a stick to draw with and made ready to cast her spell.
Marcella stopped her. “Not yet!” she screamed, lifting a hand and startling Rhiannon from the task.
As she had the past two nights, the paladin produced another set of her mysterious vials, then proceeded to open one and sprinkle her potion in a wide arc, in much the same way Rhiannon meant to do with her pentacle.
Annoyed, Rhiannon eyed Marcella’s vial with a lifted brow. “How will that protect us?”
Clearly taking offense to her dubious tone, Marcella snapped, “You are not yet strong enough to cast any spells. If you try again and fail, and she is near, you’ll risk us all—not that I will not die to defend you, Lady Blackwood. But if you should risk Jacques, I’ll kill you myself.”
Stunned by her vehemence, Rhiannon rocked back on her heels, as though buffeted.
Sweet fates. She didn’t wish to argue any longer—not when they were supposed to be fighting for the same just cause. By now, it seemed to Rhiannon that she’d been fighting for too many years, especially with Cael—a thing she sorely regretted now that it seemed entirely possible she might never see him again.
She couldn’t comprehend why Marcella was filled with so much animus toward her, but it was time for it to cease and desist. Someone must make the first concession, and Rhiannon supposed that someone should be her. After all, she did owe the paladin a debt of gratitude.
“You must know I’d not risk any of you,” Rhiannon said in her most conciliatory tone, tossing away her stick. “I am truly grateful for your help, Marcella. Tell me what to do and I will do whatever you deem best.”
“Meek words for a high and mighty witch?” Marcella mused aloud, and nevertheless, she seemed to deflate before Rhiannon’s eyes. She said nothing at all for a moment, and then, perhaps realizing, as Rhiannon had, how pointless it was to argue amidst themselves, she relented, “You know, it was Jacques who advocated for you?”
Rhiannon’s brows knit. “He did?”
Marcella nodded, handing Rhiannon a vial of her own to dispense. “Aye,” she said. “When Lord Blackwood came to address the Council, he was the first to testify in your behalf.” She arched a brow. “He claimed your freedom was vital to England’s salvation.”
Already, in the short time since Rhiannon had known the young man, she could easily envision him doing such a thing. He was perhaps young, but he was quite capable of arguing his cause. She’d seen more than enough evidence of that. And yet, before they’d met here recently, he hadn’t known Rhiannon at all, so why would he bother to argue in her defense? “I suppose he did it for Seren?”
“Perhaps,” Marcella said, then shrugged. “Perhaps so. He tends to be easily inspired, and your sister is quite beautiful.”
In fact, Seren’s beauty was celebrated. There were no doubt several barons whose hearts she’d broken when she married Wilhelm.
Eyeing Rhiannon circumspectly, Marcella continued to sprinkle the contents of her vial, as she added, “I must confess I argued against him. I truly believed he was mistaken.”
“I see,” said Rhiannon, very carefully.
“Nay, you do not. Despite your many talents, Lady Blackwood, there is so much you do not understand.” Her expression was sober, though without enmity. “In fact, perhaps there is much your visions have revealed to you, but so much remains veiled.”
There was a note of sadness in the paladin’s tone.
“You are, indeed, quite strong,” she said matter-of-factly. “But you are arrogant and all the weaker for it, else you’d have realized long, long ago that your sister was Regnant. Consequently, you would have placed her life before yours, as did your sister Arwyn… as I do for you…”
Rhiannon swallowed. So much as she longed to object, there was a note of truth in her words, and truth was indisputable, no matter how much she wished to deny it. She had, in fact, believed herself to be the Regnant and she had placed her own life above that of her sisters’ on so many occasions.
Marcella shook her head. “The boy’s heart is as big as his mouth, I fear. And yes, I do believe he was enamored of Seren. Alas, after seeing how his affiliation with your sister changed Giles, I very much suspected Jack’s motives. There is something about you Pendragons,” she said, with measured wariness. “Something that naturally beguiles…”
Rhiannon opened her mouth to disagree, because if that were, in fact, true, she shouldn’t have spent five long years in confinement at Blackwood; still Marcella continued.
“For Rosalynde, Giles turned his back on his brethren. He was our superior, and thusly entrusted with the Sword of Ages. But then he gave the sword to your sister.”
Marcella’s eyes shone. “But you knew that, didn’t you?”
Rhiannon nodded; she did. Her visions had revealed as much.
“Then you should also understand why I mistrusted you, particularly when, despite that I pleaded for Cael to put aside his alliance with Morwen, it was only after meeting you that he changed his mind.”
“And yet he didn’t,” Rhiannon argued, overlooking the paladin’s use of her husband’s given name. “If, indeed, he had, wouldn’t he be here with us instead of there, with her?”
There was an unmistakable note of bitterness in Rhiannon’s voice, and Marcella rolled her eyes. “Mon Dieu, there is so much you do not know,” she said, gesturing toward the vial she held. “Go on. It doesn’t matter who dispenses it, but please try to scatter it evenly. Last night you tossed it all into one spot.”
Eager to put dissent behind them, Rhiannon nodded, and said, “I am sorry.”
Marcella gave her a tentative smile, and turned to do her work, but Rhiannon needed to know. “Marcella… I was wondering… the way you speak his name… I must suppose the two of you are not cousins, after all?”
There was no need to say to whom she was referring.
“Nay,” Marcella confessed, without looking at her. “We are not.”
“What, then?”
She peered up then, casting a glance over her shoulder. “Cousins so far as the world should know.”
“Otherwise?”
She stopped dispensing her potion and turned to face Rhiannon directly. “What we were is lost to me now, Lady Blackwood. What he is now is your lord husband. This is not something I will ever disrespect… nor will Cael ever forsake a vow of honor. And yet, this is the rub: If you believe he would, you do not know the man at all, and I pity you this more than I pity your circumstances.”
We are not aligned, Rhiannon heard Cael say, again.
So then, as Marcella had just confirmed, he would not forsake his vows to her mother, and thus, she was bound to be his enemy no less than she was his wife.
A wave of sadness enveloped her—particularly so, since it was clear to her now that the woman standing before her knew more about her husband than Rhiannon was ever bound to learn. “He made a vow to me,” Rhiannon said plaintively.
“And yet… I did not see him kneel before you and pledge his sword.”
Rhiannon’s gaze shot up. “You were there?”
Marcella smiled sadly. “For an instant. I watched from the shadows to satisfy my own curiosity. Sad, is it not? That I would pledge him—and you—my life, even as he forsakes me for another.”
“I… am… sorry,” said Rhiannon, but she wasn’t, not entirely. Some small part of her reveled in the fact that she and Cael were man and wife—even if the truth was that neither she nor Marcella could have him and he was lost to them both.
“He does love you,” Marcella said quietly.
“Did he love you?”
She seemed to think about it a moment, and then shook her head. “Nay,” she said. “I think not, although we were… affianced… for a short while.”
“You were?”
“Aye, we were,” said the paladin with a nod.
“What happened?”
Marcella lifted a brow. “Well… you could say…” She tilted her head as though to consider how best to say it. “He became… a different man.”
“He changed?”
Marcella nodded. “Oh, I’d say so. Very much.”
Rhiannon frowned, peering down at the vial in her hand, her throat suddenly too thick to speak.
Goddess only knew, she loved Cael so desperately, although apparently this meant something different to each of them—or did it? If their roles were reversed, would she, indeed, give up all that mattered to her… for Cael?
The answer was “nay.”
She would not.
Some things were bigger than both.
Rhiannon would no more sacrifice another of her sisters for Cael than he would give up whatever it was that Morwen promised him.
Only now, she considered that mayhap, it was not greed that drove him…
Perhaps he, too, fought for something greater—something for which he’d been willing to betray Morwen and perhaps even make an appeal to the Papal Guard.
“What is this?” Rhiannon inquired of the vial in her hand.
The witch-paladin smiled faintly. “Amaranth, with a bit of asafetida to drive away demons. Also, a pinch of bryony to amplify the strength of my brew.”
For many years, Rhiannon had encouraged Arwyn to pursue alchemy because her magik was so sorely lacking. Her sweet sister never took the art to heart. In fact, although alchemy wasn’t so powerful as the manipulation of the aether, it did have its merits. “Interesting,” she said, curiously, and lifted the vial to her nostrils, then said, “Pew!”
Marcella laughed.
“Do I also scent metals as well?”
“You have a good nose,” said Marcella, with approval, as she continued to administer the contents of her own vial. “’Tis brewed with a little copper dust, agate, malachite and amber—all to summon a guardian angel.”
“Angels?” Rhiannon asked, with surprise, as she began to move in the opposite direction as Marcella, carefully sprinkling the contents of her own vial.
Her sister Elspeth had oft claimed that wherever magik dwelt, angels did not—only why that should be so, Rhiannon didn’t know, because there was nothing particularly sinister or unnatural about the hud, lest it be dark.
“In truth, I have never seen one,” Marcella confessed, with a rueful smile. “But it can’t hurt, can it?”
Rhiannon returned the smile. “We can use all the help we can get against my demon mother.”
“Ah, but she’s not a demon,” said Marcella pointedly, and something about her tone prompted Rhiannon to stop everything she was doing and tilt the paladin a curious look.
“What is she then?”
Marcella inhaled deeply and shook her head. There was a sadness in her expression that Rhiannon didn’t comprehend. “Not yet,” she said, only this time there was no enmity in her tone. “When Jaques returns, I’ll explain everything.”
“So, tell me… if you did not agree with Jack… what changed your mind?”
“About you?”
Rhiannon nodded, and Marcella lifted a hand. “Not now,” she said again, meeting Rhiannon’s gaze with a wearied look. “I promise to explain all when Jaques returns.”
“As you wish,” Rhiannon said, trying not to be vexed.
She finished dispersing her vial, then wiped her fingers on her tunic. The gesture wasn’t very couth, but considering her garments in broad daylight, she doubted one more stain could hurt them. Her own cloak was made of the crudest of undyed wools—not nearly the quality of her wedding gown. Her tunic wasn’t much better. Moreover, the breeches were too snug in the most disturbing of places. Goddess only knew how Marcella managed to move about so gracefully in such unconventional attire, because Rhiannon felt… constrained.
She was only grateful that Marcella hadn’t removed her cloak because she’d already surmised by the fit of her gambeson that there would be little left to the imagination. It was no wonder Jack was so enamored.
What would Cael think of her now?
Reeking of horseflesh and sweat, dressed like a man. She remembered the way he’d gazed at her when she’d appeared in the hall wearing her wedding dress… the way he’d risen so purposely and then came marching toward her, drawing her into his arms and kissing her so hungrily…
Don’t think about him, she scolded herself.
Look ahead, not behind.



Chapter
Eighteen

When Jack did not return by sundown, Rhiannon began to worry. “Should he be out there, alone?”
“He knows what he’s doing,” said the paladin, in a complete reversal of attitude, as she led her horse back from the brook and tethered the mare to a nearby tree. “He’s spent the past four years training precisely for this. As young as he is, he’s even more adept than his teachers.”
“At what? Arguing,” Rhiannon said, with a lifted brow, although it wasn’t meant to disparage the young man.
Marcella laughed, as she began to undo the straps that kept her blanket secured to the back of her saddle. “Hunting,” she said carefully.
Dewines was
the first thought that accosted Rhiannon, though she didn’t speak it aloud, careful to maintain their fragile new peace. “Who were his teachers?”
“To begin with… Giles.”
“Now you?”
Marcella’s smile lit her green eyes. “Yes, of course,” she said.
And with that single revelation, so much made sense.
That council where Jack had testified in Rhiannon’s behalf was a council of the Papal Guard. Therefore, if Giles was a paladin, and Marcella was a paladin, Jack must be a paladin, too. Did that mean Cael was a paladin, as well?
Surely not.
A spy perhaps, though Cael didn’t strike her as a man who played both sides, and regardless… the possibility left her feeling utterly bemused.
On the one hand, if it was true that he was working surreptitiously to defeat her mother, it might serve to wash the stain of guilt from his honor.
On the other hand, if he, too, was a paladin, then he was a slayer of dewinekind—a huntsman, according to her people. Never in her life had she ever thought to associate with one, much less two—and now, perhaps she was married to a huntsman as well?
So, it seemed… the more she discovered about Cael… the less she knew.
In fact, the more she discovered about life itself, the less she realized she knew.
How in the name of the Mother were they ever going to defeat Morwen when there were so many questions left unanswered?
As it was, Rhiannon felt unprepared for this task, particularly so when she’d once believed herself to be the Regnant, destined for this fate. But Marcella was right. She had, indeed, presumed too much, and everything she thought she knew was wrong.
Oh, she realized she had a part to play—felt it deep in her bones—but what that part was had greatly diminished just since discovering her sister was to be Regnant.
It was all very humbling.
Mulling over all that she’d learned—quite a lot during the span of these past few days—she claimed a spot for her pallet, then kindled a fire, anticipating something more to put in her belly besides nuts and smoked beef. Her sisters had always contented themselves with vegetables from their garden, but Rhiannon’s appetite had more raptorial tendencies. She would be pleased enough with whatever could be foraged, but she certainly wouldn’t turn down a bit of cony. Thankfully, Jack arrived with a nice, fat one, and later, over supper, whilst he roasted it “the way Wilhelm taught me,” they settled back to devour the fruits of his labor, and that was when Marcella shared the remainder of her tale.
According to her, shortly after the battle at the Widow’s Tower, Jack returned to Warkworth. There, he learned a bit of swordplay from Giles, after which, Giles handed him over to a Papal emissary, who then introduced him to Marcella.
Evidently, Marcella, too, had once apprenticed with Giles—and this made sense. It explained very well why Giles had embraced Rosalynde so easily. Through his own apprentice, he’d already been exposed to the Craft. But clearly, it was easier for the Church to accept Marcella’s brand of dewinity than it was for any of them to embrace dewines likes the Pendragons. But she supposed it didn’t help matters much that they were also kin to Morwen.
By the by, Marcella interjected—in case Rhiannon might be wondering: She’d had nothing to do with the death of Rhiannon’s grandmother. That business, she explained, was a bit of misfortune that originated with the Empress herself, perhaps spurred by her hatred for Morwen—a visceral and passionate thing Matilda carried with her to this very day.
Apparently, the Would-be Queen held Morwen entirely responsible for the death of her mother, although Rhiannon had never heard a word of that tale before now—not that she doubted her mother was capable of it. Morwen was many, many things, but according to everything Rhiannon knew, Matilda was already sixteen and wed by the time Henry’s first wife died. It wasn’t until six years after the Old Queen’s death before Morwen ever came to Henry with a belly full of child, and at least a good three years after that that he’d taken himself a new wife—Adeliza of Louvain. A sweet, but timid creature, who’d never born him any children, though she sure did whelp a few for William d’Aubigney. Still, perhaps it didn’t set well with Matilda to return to England to discover a Welsh witch warming her father’s bed, and a young, but barren Adeliza, scarcely older than she was, seated on her mother’s throne.
Truth be told, King though he might be, Henry was a bit of a roué. He’d fathered more bastards during his sixty-seven years than most men knew how to count. That he wasn’t Rhiannon’s sire was no reason to weep. And yet… at least he took care of his bastards, and he’d counted Rhiannon as one, awarding her a dowry no less than her sisters.
Fortunately, only Rhiannon and her mother knew for certain who her true father was—not even her sisters knew—and Rhiannon had good cause to keep it a secret.
All this time, Marcella had been watching her, perhaps waiting for Rhiannon to put all her stories together. And then Marcella said, at last, “You know… she… was… my friend.”
“Who?”
“Morwen.”
Marcella tore another bite from her cony and chewed, while Rhiannon pondered the inflection of Marcella’s words. A flicker of emotion—sadness?—crossed Marcella’s lovely features, and then it vanished, replaced with a brand of steely temperance that was entirely her own.
“We grew up together,” she said, and Rhiannon blinked back her momentary shock, because it couldn’t be possible. Marcella was too young. Even on closer inspection, it would seem the paladin was no older than Rhiannon…
With furrowed brow, she examined the woman’s soft, smooth face—lacking even a hint of crow’s feet at the corner of her eyes.
Startling her even more, Marcella claimed to be seventy-three, attributing her “youthful appearance” to a bit of alchemy, and good dewine blood.
Listening intently, Jack held his tongue, his gaze alternating between Rhiannon and Marcella, though if any of this was a surprise to him, he gave little indication of it. Looking bored, he tossed a mauled bone into the flames, and watched the fire flare over the grease.
“Alas, I must confess… we were close—very, very close.”
Rhiannon stopped chewing only to stare open-mouthed at the paladin, wondering what it was she was trying to convey. Something about the way she said the word… close… gave Rhiannon pause.
“She wasn’t always the way she is now. As a girl, she was… well…” She shrugged. “She was Morwen.”
She said it with such tenderness that Rhiannon had to work hard to swallow the bite of food she had in her mouth.
“What… happened?”
Rhiannon had meant the question drolly, but Marcella responded very soberly. “One evening… whilst I was out with your grandmother, foraging for herbs for my potions, your mother and Emrys borrowed her grimoire…” She averted her gaze now, tears brimming in her eyes. “She was never the same after… and well, Emrys… neither was he.” She hushed then, swiping a tear from her cheek. “We were fifteen.”
“So, then, you knew her… before?”
Before the change that made her a Witch Goddess.
“Aye,” said Marcella, with a nod. “Quite well.” And then she said again, with meaning, “Quite.”
Rhiannon blinked over the revelation, realizing how little she knew of her own mother. Clearly, this woman had loved Morwen—truly loved her. The very notion was… unthinkable. Not only because—well, she was a woman, and so was Morwen, but… because it was impossible to imagine Morwen as a maiden in love.
Really, their kind were not pietists. She’d heard many such Beltane stories about free love under the stars—maidens and stags, stags and stags, maidens and maidens… it was simply that… well… she was talking about Morwen.
Rhiannon blushed hotly, and Marcella offered a hint of a smile. “We were young,” she explained. “Both of us filled with so much wonder and love for our Craft. Alas, I was never very skilled… So much as I adored the Craft, it never came so easily to me as it did to Morwen.”
She broke off then, looking angry, ripping another bite from her cony, before casting the bones into the weeds. Afterwards, she sat chewing, the tension in her body unmistakable, clenching and unclenching one fist, until at last, she pierced Rhiannon with a pointed glance. “As you already realize… she is no longer who she was. But what you cannot know… is… her true form… she’s Sylph.”
“Morwen?”
“Cerridwen.”
Swallowing with some difficulty, Rhiannon’s lips parted, then closed again, realizing intuitively what it was that Marcella was telling her: Her mother wasn’t a witch aligned to aether… she was of the aether.
“So… you see… this is why there are two Pendragon sisters aligned to aether.”
Rhiannon considered that another moment, before Marcella added, “’Tis also why it was possible to bind Seren and to deceive your mother. Even considering what she was, Morwen never suspected there could be two.”
Blinking again in shock, Rhiannon felt as though she might purge the contents of her belly.
“This is also why I agreed to remove you from Blackwood… to keep you safe—not merely for Cael. But rather… because… well, in truth, neither you nor your sisters have any notion what you are capable of… and neither do we.”
“We?”
“The Guard, of course.”
Rhiannon’s gaze shifted to Jack. His brow was furrowed as though this did surprise him. He stopped chewing and sat ruminating.
“Alas, you above all are an anomaly, Rhiannon. Born of two true-blood dewines, and bearing the hud of three…”
Rhiannon recognized truth in her words…
She and her sisters were each born with dewine blood, but her mother was in fact the essence from which they drew. They were demigods, like the cauldron-born fae… but Morwen… she was a Goddess, in truth.
“You share her blood,” Marcella reasoned. “And yet, despite that your sister is to be Regnant, you are, indeed, an aberration. It could well be that, after five years, those manacles have weakened your affinities, but I cannot rest easy until I know your heart. As Jack here has said… you might, indeed, be England’s salvation… but it could be that you will be its doom.”
The look she gave Rhiannon was unmistakable, and the knife hilt at her boot glinted ominously against the firelight. “You, Lady Blackwood, are the reason I hunt my own kind.”
Silence permeated the forest about them—a silence so complete that the flame in the pit sounded like a roar.
“And, by the by, before you think to judge me,” Marcella added, “consider that before we are done, one of you—either you or your sisters—will put a blade through your mother’s heart. Therefore, you are no better than a huntsman. Either you will spill Morwen’s blood, else she’ll spill yours, and for the good of the realm… I am prepared to slay you all.”



Chapter
Nineteen
WARKWORTH CASTLE

Exhausted from having awakened this morn to the ear-splitting sound of a babe’s wails, Seren retired early, leaving her sisters to compare notes about their insatiable newborns—Elspeth’s scarcely older than Rosalynde’s.
Troubled by Isolde’s words, she retrieved the sword from their workshop and took it into her chamber, laying it down gingerly upon the bed she normally shared with her husband. No doubt, the sword was a poor substitute for Wilhelm, though she needed its presence tonight to work through the growing turmoil in her heart.
Unlike Rhiannon, she had not spent her entire life preparing for the life of a priestess. She did not know what that should entail, nor did she comprehend what should be done to entreat the Goddess for her prophesied gifts.
She, more than any of her sisters, had been dutiful to Elspeth’s mandates to refrain from practicing the Craft. Although Rhiannon had seemed to enjoy defying Elspeth at every turn—Rosalynde, as well—she and Arwyn had been less inclined to put their eldest sister into a fit of apoplexy. For Seren, it had never been worth the argument or distress, particularly when she’d thought her affinities so weak.
Only now that she understood why that was the case, she wished she had practiced more oft, although despite that she could do so freely now, she still didn’t experience the joy Rhiannon did when she manipulated the aether.
Perhaps because of the binding spell, magik simply didn’t come naturally to Seren, unless her emotions were heightened, and then, she couldn’t control it. It rushed over her like a torrent and dissipated like the wind.
Practice, practice, practice, Elspeth now demanded—quite the change from the old days when she’d wagged a finger at them any time the Craft was employed.
So here she was.
Again.
But
at least she didn’t have to feel guilty over slipping away. Even her duties had been appropriated. So much as she had enjoyed helping Rosalynde with her chatelaine’s duties, her sister’s newborn babe was well cared for by a wet-nurse, and Rosalynde had insisted upon returning to her household duties so that Seren might “find herself in prayer.”
But that was yet another thing Seren didn’t particularly enjoy—prayer—perhaps, because, while at Llanthony, the priests had used it as a form of punishment, and never once guided them to do it properly.
Generally, once those monks were finished in the chapel, she and her sisters were ushered inside, and the doors were locked from Sext to None, while the monks were busy filling their bellies and sampling their ale. If she and her sisters couldn’t manage to find peace through prayer during this time, they were encouraged to clean for three hours straight, whilst their bellies grumbled in complaint. The entire experience left a sour taste in Seren’s mouth, and she had never truly allowed herself to learn to meditate thereafter.
Unfortunately, now it was imperative she learn.
Although she would like to say she wasn’t frightened, she really was. She didn’t have the same understanding about the Craft that Rhiannon had, nor was she born with her grandmother’s gift of knowing. Rhiannon was the one who had, day after day, moment by moment, strengthened her prowess. She was the one who’d defied Elspeth to practice, and she was the one whose gifts now excelled. It didn’t make sense that Seren should be Regnant, though she knew in her heart it was true. Once the truth was revealed, it was no longer so easily denied. So, then, one way or the other, she must find a way to fulfill the prophecy.
It was sheer desperation that led her to lie with a blade—cold steel against her warm flesh. She rested with one hand on the hilt, and hours later, eyes closed, she still lay next to the sword, as she deliberated the cryptic
inscription…
There must be something in those words… something…
She could glean little from its story, no matter how many times she pored over the tales Isolde had told her. Aye, she knew the blade was enchanted. She also knew it glowed in the presence of evil. She knew it once belonged to Uther, and that it was forged by the Fair Men of Glastonbury, whose dewinity was bestowed, not by the Goddess, but by the Horned God of Donn, the Dark One from the House of the Dead. Whereas some people believed the Mother Goddess represented life, the Dark One represented death, and according to Isolde, his home, Cnoc Fírinne was where all souls gathered in death… beneath the Hill of Truth…
Take me, but turn the blade, and we will see…
So, then, if the sword was forged by the Dynion Mwyn, was truth the sword’s most divine gift?
Could it be that Caledfwlch was meant to reveal the truth of her spirit?
In that vein, why did the sword glow blue in her mother’s presence? But not in hers?
Why, indeed?
Because Morwen was evil?
Or because Morwen herself was truth?
And consequently, if Morwen was truth, what terrible brand of truth might she be?
Nay… this wasn’t right.
There was a piece of the puzzle still missing—something Seren should have discovered in the grimoire…
She tried to remember everything Isolde had said…
Together, the Mother Goddess and the Horned God fashioned all things in their union, and because the Goddess herself was said to conceive and contain all life in her divinity, then all beings were divine by their birth, only without truth until it was learned.
More riddles, she hadn’t a clue how to decipher…
According to the teachings of the Holy Church, if Eve was the representation of the Goddess, the snake in the garden must be the Horned God, and mayhap the apple he gave her was the incarnation of truth…
Take me, but turn the blade, and we will see…
Growing desperate, Seren concentrated harder, poring over all the things she’d learned…
A pentagram was also said to express truths about the hidden nature of existence. There was a very good reason it must be drawn in the proper order to accomplish a given task: Some spells called more to the Goddess, others to the Horned God. The five points, each aligned to an element, were ascribed to one or the other. But the fifth element, the quintessence, formed a marriage of both… essentially creating a divine child.
And yet, it was interesting to note that the elements were unevenly distributed, and more interesting yet was the fact that there were only three divine elements, and each of these were aligned to the Goddess.
How did these play in her role?
Or did they at all?
Take me, but turn the blade, and we will see…
According to Isolde, the gods were able to manifest themselves, either through dreams, or as physical beings, but also through the minds and bodies of a priestess or priest. The latter was essentially the making of a Regnant, whereby the Goddess must be called upon to bestow divine possession.
Only how was it done?
Compelled to examine the sword again, she opened her eyes, lifting it to inspect it, wondering that perhaps there might be a key in the artwork. Pressing, caressing, she admired the intricate design, running her fingers over the writhing serpents. But then, having found nothing, she laid the blade in her palm…
Take me, but turn the blade, and we will see…
Losing patience, she turned the blade, nicking her flesh so it bled… though not much… only a thin red line. And yet it was certainly blood. “Ouch,” she said belatedly, lifting the sore hand to her lips, and lapping at a droplet of blood.
So much for imbuing the sword with divinity. Anyone who dared to face her mother with this accursed blade would be sorely equipped to survive the ordeal. She was beginning to feel like a failure. For weeks and weeks now, ever since Isolde put the thought in her head, she had been trying in vain to find her true self.
Find yourself, the woman had said, then imbue Caledfwlch with the power of the divine.
Then, and only then would she know what to do to save, not only England, but the Realm of the Living. It was a terrible burden to suffer for a woman who’d only ever coveted a normal life…
Take me, but turn the blade, and we will see…
Damnation.
By now, she had lain in this bed so bloody long that morning arrived, illuminating her room with a warm vestal light.
Time was her enemy.
Urgency quickened her veins.
Desperation wrenched her heart.
Outside, she could spy the first light of sunrise, and as it so happened, choosing that instant to return to her window, the damnable crow came to rest on her sill, its beady little eyes peering into her room. “There you are,” she said, annoyed. “Where have you been?”
“Caw!” it said, and then beat its shining wings.
Alas, she was going out of her mind. Speaking to a stupid little bird, who seemed to enjoy pecking holes in her sill.
Peck. Peck. Peck.
“You are not a woodpecker,” she scolded the bird as it continued to worm its little beak into the fresh wood of her sill. Perhaps consuming insects? Or mayhap it was senile—like Isolde— and couldn’t remember how it was that a crow was meant to behave?
Sighing despondently, Seren returned her attention to the blade, lifting it higher to admire the gleam of dawn light against the metal.
“I am unworthy,” she said, with feeling. “Sweet Goddess, I am only a humble servant of men. Why must it be me?”
Tears brimmed in her eyes.
And then something unexpected happened.
As Seren tilted her head to better examine the reflection… the sword burst into flames, illuminating the room with its light. To her amazement, she held a raging fire in her hands, but it emanated no heat.
“Caw!” said the bird excitedly.
Mesmerized, Seren stared at the firelit sword for a moment longer, then lifted one hand into the pale golden flame, touching it with wonder. Inconceivably, it was cold, and the fire left her hand unharmed.
Drawing the hand away to inspect her fingers, she found them completely unaffected, and then instinctively, she lifted her hand again to the blade, turning the sword against the meat of her palm to nick her flesh…
This time she didn’t bleed.
Withdrawing her hand again, she inspected it closely, and not only was there no second cut, the first cut was no longer present, nor was she scarred.
Take me, but turn the blade, and we will see…
A sense of quietude fell over her, a feeling unlike anything she had ever known in her life, a sense of purity that had no words. The room in which she lay faded to white, and she longed to rise—and did, though she had the sense that she did so only in her mind.
Surrounded now by a blinding array of white light, she heard a disembodied voice…
A drop of your blood to reveal,
The mysteries of life my sword conceals.
“Who are you?” Seren longed to ask, but her voice never emerged through the tightness of her throat.
The Goddess replied. “I am who I am, Seren Pendragon,” she said, with a timbre that echoed throughout eternity. “You are blood of my blood, heart of my heart, soul of my soul.”
A maternal face materialized from a cloud of white—eyes first, shaded the palest amber to mirror the flame of the sword in her hand. Kind and gentle eyes…
Next, she saw a perfect patrician nose. High, beautiful cheeks, like those of a Saracen’s. Lush, full lips, like those of a Nubian Princess. Wings of a Valkyrie. Breasts, high, round and firm. Thighs, long and stout. Hair, flowing like a thousand rivers to the sea… She was every woman at once, and all these things rippled from the aether, forms in a cloud, inconstant, and ephemeral, almost as though if Seren dared to expel a breath, it would all dissipate and never reappear. Therefore, she held her breath.
“Come,” the woman demanded, and Seren knew in her heart that she spoke to the Goddess. Quickly, sensing herself crossing time and space, she knelt at the feet of this exquisite creature, who seemed to embody every woman she had ever met… a heavenly body made of wind and fire and aquavit, all at once, though it hardly seemed possible.
The Goddess materialized fully then, her face furious and terrifying, a maelstrom of every sacred element, glowing and swirling like the eye of a storm.
“Where am I?”
Despite her terrifying visage, there was a benevolent note in the woman’s voice, and her words rang like melody. “Some call it Heaven. Some call it Tween. Others call it the Other Realm. Only someday you’ll know it for what it is… the dominion of the Sylph.”
“Sylph?”
Your true kind.
“Caw, caw!” said the black bird from the dark recesses of Seren’s mind, but it was not here in this place. It was perched on some windowsill in another world, one she no longer inhabited…
We are bound by destiny, to destiny bound,
I to you, and you to me…
Choose me or choose to be free.
As you will it, so mote it be.
“I… choose… you,” Seren heard herself say.
“Caw!” said the black bird.
Art certain, child?
You do not sound certain.
The path you are destined to travel is perilous,
Only truth may light your way.
Wander into shadow and your soul will be the price you pay.
“I am certain,” said Seren, and she felt the woman’s smile like an ember burning through her breast.
Art willing to die for truth?
“I am.”
“Caw!” said the black bird.
Will you shed your blood for love?
“I will.”
“Caw!” said the black bird.
Will you sacrifice the fruit of your womb?
“I…”
“Caw!” said the black bird insistently.
Will you?
“A-Aye,” said Seren, yet not so quickly.
The woman’s voice, which had been soft and soothing before, filled with empathy, now boomed with the fury of thunder and the promise of retribution. Her face twisted so that Seren could no longer tell if she was male or female. Horns grew upon her head—horns like those of a stag.
The voice reverberated across the universe itself.
Now is the revelation of truth.
Now is the light of our kind born in you.
Now is the seed of all lies revealed.
Now is the verity of your words made known. If, indeed, you choose me, turn the blade, and we will see…
“Caw!” said the black bird, as an unseen wind stirred, growing now in intensity, whipping Seren’s hair about her face, so that even in her dream state it stung her flesh like whips of fire. To her dismay, the longer she stood without making a true decision, the more violent the wind grew, and the tendrils of the Being’s hair grew long, and fiery, like the appendages of a She Dragon in a raging lake of fire…
“I choose you!” Seren shouted above the din, fearing she’d angered the creature, but uncertain how.
The voice demanded, “If you choose me, turn the blade, and see…”
“Caw, caw!” said the black bird.
It was only belatedly that Seren realized she was still holding Caledfwlch in the palm of her hand—the Sword of Ages, the ancient blade of Uther and Taliesin. In that instant of realization, the sword erupted more violently with flame, only this time the flame turned as blue as the Endless Sea.
Arising from her knees with great difficulty, Seren dragged up the heavy sword along with her. Whereas before she’d felt weightless as a feather as she’d drifted to the Goddess, she now felt heavy as a lump of iron, anchored to the very spot where she stood, constrained as though by a thousand chains of steel. And yet somehow, though she wondered if she’d drifted back to sleep in her own room, on her own bed, she felt in the marrow of her bones that dream, or no dream, whatever choice she made here and now… whatever the result of this vision, she would carry the consequences in life… and death.
The voice was furiously insistent. If you choose me, turn the blade, and see…
In a moment of terror, Seren understood what He was saying. The creature meant for her to prove the veracity of her words with a willing sacrifice… only a sacrifice of her person… a sacrifice of her womb.
If you choose me, turn the blade, and see…
“Caw, caw!” said the black bird.
Only now, she understood, and once again, despite the angry face that glared down upon her, the same sense of quietude arose within her, and she knew… deep in her heart… if the Goddess was life, then, as her lover, the Horned God must be the one to light the spark of truth in her to create the Divine Child. She was the Divine Child. The Chosen One of her Age. The Regnant of her Day. But only if she gave herself to this sacrifice… and the sacrifice she now knew was a child of her womb. And yet if she chose this, she would be barren for the rest of her days. She would never, so long as she breathed, give Wilhelm a child of his blood. She would never know what it was like to be a mother…
Why? Even her grandmother had known the joys of childbirth. Why must she make this choice before ever having conceived?
Every path is different, my daughter… your child is every child…
The booming voice was gentle again, although it buckled and twisted against the wind, breaking like the voice of a youth on the verge of becoming a man.
Male. Female. Child. Mother. Father. Indistinguishable.
We are bound by destiny, to destiny bound,
I to you, and you to me…
Now you may choose or choose to be free.
As you will it, so mote it be.
Tears brimmed in Seren’s eyes, but she steeled her heart and wiped her face. Now was no time to weep.
If she did not choose this now, it could be that no more children would be born to the realms of men.
If she did not choose this now, her sisters might die, as well…
So, too, would Wilhelm—the man she loved more than life itself.
If she didn’t choose this, her mother’s shadow would descend over the realm, extinguishing the light of this world, and the hearts of men would lie stillborn in a cradle of night.
With a defiant scream, Seren lifted the Sword of Ages and turned the blade—but not within her hand.
Understanding what was required of her now, she turned the blade so that its point was poised to enter her breast, and then with a sob, she fell upon it with all her might.
The sword pierced her flesh, filling her body with excruciating pain. It found her heart, and she screamed, sobbing over the death of her body, and suddenly, as the wind died, the clouds dissipated, all faces vanished…
She lay very still upon her bed… in the morning’s first rays.
The black bird flew away.
For a long, long moment, she lay prone on the bed, confused, wondering how in the name of the Goddess she’d come to lie face down on the Sword of Ages.
“Seren!” said Rose as a flash of light illuminated the room and they saw her lying so still on the bed. “Seren!”
“Sweet loving Mother!” said Elspeth.
Seren heard the rush of feet to her bedside, felt her sisters shove her over, and lift her gently off the sword. She felt hands sweeping over her body, her breasts, her limbs…
The sword went clattering to the floor as someone hurled it from the bed, and the voices that surrounded her now sounded a bit less frantic.
“Was it another dream?” pressed Elspeth.
“I-I don’t know! I heard her scream and thought it must be one of our babes.”
A warm hand slapped Seren upon the cheek. “Seren?”
“Is she ill?”
“I don’t know,” said Rose.
“Wounds?”
“I see naught. Seren, wake up! Seren!”
“Look at her hair,” said Elspeth, expelling the words with a gasp, as Seren opened her eyes.



Chapter
Twenty

Sleep eluded Rhiannon.
For the love of the Goddess, Cael hadn’t freed her; he’d put her in the hands of a fellow executioner.
Didn’t he know?
But, of course, he did.
We are not aligned, he’d said.
We are not aligned.
Tears pricked at her eyes as his words needled her heart, far, far more painfully than did any of the brambles she’d slept near. He’d kissed her good-bye, perhaps forever, and now it seemed that instead of saving her, he’d given her over to be murdered for the good of the realm?
Marcella claimed she was taking Rhiannon to her sisters—or at least, this was what Rhiannon had presumed. Only now that she considered it, no one had ever said they were taking her to Warkworth. Had they?
Nay.
Marcella had merely said she’d been tasked to “remove” Rhiannon from Blackwood, and yes, perhaps to keep her safe, but only so long as she didn’t deem Rhiannon a threat to the Realm…
By the by, before you think to judge me… consider that before we are done, one of you—either you or your sisters—will put a blade through your mother’s heart.
Therefore, you are no better than a huntsman.
Either you will spill Morwen’s blood, else she’ll spill yours, and for the good of the realm… I am prepared to slay you all.
Frustrated, Rhiannon turned on her pallet, peering into the treetops. By now, the fire had long since died, and she was cold, but she hadn’t the wherewithal to cast a warming spell. Her teeth chattered viciously, perhaps more from nerves than from the chill. Every time Marcella or Jack turned in their beds, disturbing bracken, it made her heart leap painfully against her ribs.
She was afraid, she realized.
Terrified.
Perhaps for the first time in her life.
During these past few days, Marcella had managed to strip Rhiannon of her pride. She gave her a true glimpse of her own vulnerability. Rhiannon wasn’t anyone’s savior, nor anyone’s protector. She was merely a woman, surrounded by uncertainty, who missed her husband… desperately.
Using her cloak for a blanket and her arm for a pillow, she tossed and turned, doing her best to avoid brambles. Alas, the more she fidgeted, the more they clawed at her, even as worry pricked at her belly.
She could leave, she realized.
Now, whilst they were still sleeping…
Like her sisters, she was a child of the forests. She might have a chance alone. She didn’t know precisely where Warkworth was, but she knew it was north and close to the sea. She also knew how to gauge direction by the position of the sun. Whatever she didn’t have in her saddlebag, she could forage from the land.
She didn’t need these paladins…
Unfortunately, the horses were weary from so many long days. Like Rhiannon, they hadn’t rested properly since leaving Blackwood, and if she left now, her poor horse would pay the price of her impetuosity.
So, then, she could travel afoot… concealing herself with magik, though Marcella was a dewine. She would know what signs to look for.
Anyway, Marcella would have use of the horses, and she also knew precisely where Rhiannon was going. Doubtless, they would pursue her till caught.
Going back wasn’t very wise either. Although they’d managed to slip away, by now, Morwen was no doubt in pursuit. She would push her band to their limits to make up for lost time.
Nay, in the end, it simply wouldn’t be wise to waste more time trying to escape a woman who, according to her own word, had been assigned to protect her. She must believe that Cael would never put her in the hands of a mercenary who meant to kill her. And yet, she lay there, confused by all she’d learned—one shocking revelation after another from the instant she’d left Blackwood.
Sylph…
Her mother was Sylph.
How was this even possible?
Sylphkind were beings Rhiannon had only ever heard of in legend—children of the Gods, so they said, formed of moon dust and spirit, ethereal as air. Said to be skyspeakers, they were able to communicate with creatures of the air—and this perhaps rang true, though it was unfathomable.
Moreover, how was it that something purported to be so exquisitely lovely could be so base?
By all accounts the Sylphkind were lauded to be creatures of beauty and love… untouched by the guile or greed of men.
They were said to be so fiercely beautiful that to look into the eyes of a Sylph could, in fact, blind like the sun.
Like Avalon, Sylphkind were like chimeras… here one instant, gone the next… ephemeral and without constant form. And yet, Morwen did have a physical form.
Sylph?
Truly?
Nay, it couldn’t be… and yet… she knew the ring of truth when she heard it.
In the darkness, she was moved to examine her own hands— solid, with distinct human form. She had never once—not once—had an inkling she could shift her form. And yet, she, too, must have Sylph blood running through her veins—her sisters as well—though Rhiannon bled like anyone else.
More to the point, so did Morwen.
A memory filtered into her mind—her mother slicing a finger, not on accident. Using her dagger
with the obsidian handle, she’d bled herself for a spell—blood
magik, so she’d said. Only now that Rhiannon recalled… that dagger also glowed blue in Morwen’s presence, like Rhiannon’s manacles… and the key. The glow for Rhiannon was faint, more like a shimmer, but it was nevertheless there.
She tried to remember what her mother had said about the glow when asked… Rhiannon was four, watching, as her mother’s blood dripped into a chalice. “What are you doing?”
“Can’t you see I am busy, child? Go away!”
Much to Rhiannon’s detriment, the athame had already captured her attention, and curiosity compelled her. She couldn’t tear her gaze away from the ancient blade.
“Why does it glow?”
Her mother’s sigh was disparaging. “Because it sees my true soul,” she’d said, annoyed.
“Does it see mine?”
“Nay.”
“Why not?”
Morwen’s amber gaze sought her then, eyes slitted, and burning like coals. “Because you are imperfect,” she’d said meanly. “Plain, ugly. Have you never looked into a mirror, child? Only a blind man will ever claim you with that affliction.”
Disheartened, Rhiannon’s lips had turned down at the corners, but even then, she’d refused to weep. One did not show weakness in front of Morwen.
Instead, a four-year-old’s burgeoning fury had welled up inside her as her mother shouted for Elspeth. “Elspeth! Get this brat out of my sight, right now! Else I’ll think better of it and drain her pitiful body of the blood I need for my spell.”
Elspeth had rushed over at once, removing Rhiannon from her mother’s proximity, whisking her out of the apartment and down into the castle kitchen to pilfer a sweet cake from the cook.
It sees my soul.
Did the athame leech from Morwen, like those manacles?
Nay.
Nay.
Somehow, those two were the same, but not the same, because her mother still carried the athame on a chain about her neck. Therefore, the manacles must be changed by the binding spell etched into the metal.
Tenetur in argenteas
A capite ad calcem, tace, et sile
BOUND IN SILVER,
From head to toe, silent and still
Something about those words spoke to her sense of knowing, just as something about the blue shimmer of the metal seemed relevant to their cause.
It sees my soul.
Will it see mine?
Nay.
Why not?
Because you’re imperfect.
Tears stung Rhiannon’s eyes.
Sadness permeated her heart—sadness and anger.
In truth, she had never been a lovable child. Ellie used to claim she was born angry, and it was undeniable. And yet, why shouldn’t she be furious? She’d suffered the death of her twin in the womb. Both had been close to death—poisoned by their own mother—and Morien had given up her life force to save Rhiannon. Her death gave Rhiannon the strength to be restored, and whilst her own heartbeat had strengthened over time, her sister’s body began to decay in the womb. Most people might not recall events before their birth, but Rhiannon was not most people: She was a dewine. She remembered everything. She had a blood sister no one—not even her living sisters—had ever chanced to know. Only she understood the sacrifice Morien made for her that day. Only she truly knew the heart that stopped beating only for her—no less a sacrifice than the one Arwyn had made at twenty.
Pushing aside the pain of her reopened wound, she tried in vain to rest, resigning herself to her current path and realizing that they would have another long day. She bolstered herself with surety: No longer was she a poor, pitiful child dependent upon a cruel beast for a mother. She was a woman, grown, married for whatever good it might do her.
And Cael… he did feel something for her…
Something…
He’d kissed her much too passionately, his longing betrayed by the smoke in his eyes—eyes that made love to her despite that his hands and body never would.
Nay. She must believe Morwen was wrong: Someone did love her, even if their love was doomed.
Where are you, Cael?
Are you alive?
Please, please don’t die.
Live.
Those gloomy thoughts held her transfixed. And then, at long last, when finally, she drifted into a fitful slumber, she heard Marcella rise. But at least the woman didn’t immediately attempt to wake her. Rhiannon watched through slitted eyes as Marcella tapped her protégé with the tip of her boot. Jack rose at once, without complaint, and set about to righting their camp, but his demeanor, too, seemed changed this morn. Perhaps he, too, had come to understand something of his own fate, after the stories Marcella had shared by the campfire.
When they were ready to go, Jack came over to gently wake Rhiannon. “Time to rise,” he said.
Rhiannon opened one eye to his winsome smile.
In the bright morning light, he didn’t appear particularly sinister, and she was glad now that she’d remained.
She saw everything through new eyes. Knowing what she knew now, nothing would ever be the same.
Nodding sleepily, Rhiannon sat, then stretched—taking simple pleasure in the fact that she could do so without lifting heavy manacles. Even bone-tired, and riddled with midge bites, she must at least be thankful for that much, and this was proof that Marcella didn’t intend to kill her—at least not yet. The paladin had left her free to defend herself, and there was no doubt in Rhiannon’s mind that Marcella knew precisely what Rhiannon was capable of, even despite her dire words last night.
Without a word, she rose, still mulling over the night’s deliberations. She led her mare to the brook to drink, and there, she knelt to lave the metallic stains from her wrists and refresh her face.
Peering into the water, she spied her own visage. The girl who stared back was sorely unkempt, though she was not plain or ugly. She was fierce, to be sure… dark copper hair, her features dark, as well—all but the bright blue eyes.
“You look exactly like her,” Marcella had said.
And she did… only to be fair, her mother was more beautiful, even if her heart was black as a raven’s wings.
Even if her gaze was so full of loathing that hate was all Rhiannon had ever gleaned from her.
It was no wonder Rhiannon had always despised her own reflection.
Plain. Ugly.
Have you never looked into a mirror, child?
Only a blind man will ever claim you with that affliction.
And yet, her eyes were no longer afflicted; they were blue… no longer crossed.
She could no longer deny the truth: She was not to be Regnant. And more, whether it be from the manacles, or nay, neither was she so strong as she liked to believe.
She would not grow up to slay this demon, not alone…
Everything she’d ever believed of herself mightn’t even be true now that Seren was Regnant… beautiful, beautiful Seren… whose eyes… had always been blue… although she must have been glamoured by a spell so strong that not even Morwen had been able to see beyond the visage displayed.
Rhiannon sighed.
Life was not fair.
And no matter, despite that she’d like to be angry for having borne the brunt of a disfigurement that wasn’t her own, she couldn’t truly be angry at Seren.
Neither was Seren’s beauty a lie; she was lovelier yet on the inside, and this is where it counted most.
Rhiannon had learned so much since leaving Blackwood… and yet, no revelation had shocked her so much as the knowledge that Marcella once knew her mother so well.
Loved her, in truth.
That was more than evident by the shine of her tears. They’d spoken louder than words. And yet, so much as Rhiannon wished to know more… she feared hearing more “truth.”
How much more could she bear?
Heaving another sigh, she swept a hand across the visage of her face, dispersing the eerie likeness to a watery grave, and then, resolved to rise and face whatever the day might hold—until she heard a voice at her back, a voice she didn’t recognize, and froze.
“Well met,” said a man.
“Well met,” said Jack, appearing behind her.
Marcella, too, crept into the vicinity, although she said nothing and Rhiannon came to be acutely aware that the paladin had moved into the space betwixt her and the newcomer, as though to defend Rhiannon.
Rhiannon daren’t turn… not yet.
She stood slowly, reaching for her mare’s reins as the animal continued to drink from the brook.
“Di’ ye hear the news?” the man said joyfully.
“What news?” inquired Marcella.
Rhiannon heard only one man dismount, his feet landing in the bracken…
Was he traveling alone?
“At long last! We have peace!” When nobody spoke, he continued. “The King and Duke Henry have formed a new treaty.”
“Before witnesses?”
“Aye,” said the man, excitedly.
“Signed?”
“Not yet, though Duke Henry is withdrawing from Wallingford as we speak.”
“What of the King’s sons?”
“Bugger’em both,” said the man.
Rhiannon brought herself to her full height, although for some reason, she was still afraid to turn and face the man, instinct warning her to keep her face hidden.
She could hear him walking his horse to the brook to drink, and wary though she might be, Marcella let the man pass. He was directly behind Rhiannon now, his horse stretching its long, shining chestnut neck to drink from the brook beside Rhiannon. In her periphery she saw that the stranger gave her a good, long look.
“What about Eustace?” Marcella inquired, perhaps to distract him.
“Ah, well,” he said, turning to answer the paladin’s question. “The fool’s gone mad.”
“Mad?” asked Jack. “How so?”
“Fool. He fled the King’s marquee in a rage. Accused his father of ruining his life and swore to avenge himself. He took several barons with him, though most returned, falling to their knees and begging forgiveness. Seems Prince Eustace took it upon himself to relieve Bury St. Edmonds of God’s due.”
“God’s due?” inquired Jack, moving closer to where Rhiannon stood.
“Gold, jewels, he took a bloody cartload.”
Directly beside Rhiannon, the man’s horse lifted its head and slid Rhiannon a long, black-eyed glance. She sent a calming spell to settle the mare, if only for good measure.
“Only Prince Eustace remains at large,” the man continued. “A few have been sent to locate the moron and return him to his sire, before he does more harm.”
The man inhaled a long breath, and then slapped his belly. “If’n ye ask me, I believe that fool means to seek his Welsh witch.”
Morwen.
“We mean to find her before he does,” said the man, untying his breeches, and despite being in the company of women, he pulled out his cock and began to piss in the brook, yammering all the while.
“We?”
“A few of us. If you ask me, I don’t know why the King would trust those Warkworth brothers to do his bidding when neither has ever had any love for him.”
Silence.
“No matter, while they’re preoccupied, we’ll find that Witch and put her daughters down, as well—else we’ll see them all packing to Rome, let the Church do their worst.”
The silence persisted.
“If’n ye ask me… the Empress had the right of it all those years ago, burning that elder bitch at the stake. You know, I was there that day… she never screamed… not once… but those eyes… I felt cursed just the same.”
Rhiannon’s blood began to simmer.
Nobody had asked the man a bleeding thing, though he seemed to know everything. Sweet fates, she wanted to reach a hand into his throat and twist his tongue into knots.
All sound abated as the man continued to speak and the breath of the world came to pause… only the sound of his piss tinkling into the brook sounded at all.
Rhiannon swallowed her words, anger searing her veins. She had to hold herself back, because she longed to pounce on the man like a wild cat and scratch out his eyes.
“Wicked witches,” he said. “I’ll put a blade to their throats sooner’n they blink, and I’ll do it right if I ever see one. Believe me, I will…”
Very, very slowly, Rhiannon turned to face the man, and everything happened so quickly. His eyes widened with recognition at the sight of her.
“You!” he spat, mistaking her for Morwen. Dropping his cock, his hand moved swiftly to the hilt of his sword, drawing the weapon from its scabbard as his breeches fell to his knees. “Vile, disgusting bitch,” he spat.
Jack moved at once to stand in front of Rhiannon, and everything happened with a blur of motion.
The man spat another round of curses, but Marcella was quicker than he was, unsheathing a knife from her boot. She tossed the blade so hard, the thunk it made when it penetrated the man’s skull was akin to the sound of an arrow piercing hard wood.
He didn’t even realize what was coming. With the blade embedded in his forehead, he fell backwards into the bracken, with an arm dunked into the brook, and Marcella moved swiftly to cuff him with the heel of her boot, just to be sure. Satisfied, she cast one glance over her shoulder at Rhiannon, then bent to pluck the knife unerringly from the man’s face. She wiped it on her tunic, then said calmly, “Let’s go. It’s not safe.”



Chapter
Twenty-One

Abandoning the man’s corpse, with his breeches trussed about his ankles and a pit in his forehead, they sent his horse traveling south, with an empty saddle, in hopes that it should distract anyone who came searching for him.
Jack took the lead, as Marcella took stock of her arrows, counting them and inspecting them one by one, then returning them to the quiver she kept on her horse.
“Where are we going?” asked Rhiannon after a while, at long last breaching the silence.
“North to the Pennines, then west,” provided Jack.
“Your sisters are at Warkworth,” said Marcella. “’Tis my duty to reunite you.”
Rhiannon breathed a sigh of relief as the witch-paladin reached into her saddlebag and took out a sack full of something Rhiannon assumed must be filberts. Plucking a nut out of her sack, she popped it into her mouth, crunching very loudly, and swallowing before she said, “You appear relieved, Rhiannon.”
Rhiannon averted her gaze from Marcella’s shrewd eyes. “I-I thought⁠—”
“I know what you thought,” she said, and Rhiannon recognized amusement in her voice. “Apparently, it was agreed upon by all: Seren must be Regnant, but Rhiannon Pendragon is the hope of England.”
“I thought you said⁠—”
“I know what I said,” Marcella interrupted. “But, truly, do you believe I’d be here if I hadn’t come to believe it as well?”
Rhiannon turned to look at the woman, and Marcella proffered her a nut. Rhiannon shook her head, and Marcella placed it into her own mouth.
After a while, she said, “By the by, I’ve kept the manacles in my satchel, not to keep you away from them, or to save them to use later, but to keep them away from you… a subtle difference. Knowing what I know, I’d not have your energy siphoned when we need you most.”
Rhiannon slid the paladin another glance, and Marcella said with a wink, “Cast away, mon amie. You need all the practice you can get.”
“So, then… are we friends now?”
“Of a sort,” Marcella said, with a crooked smile, and just at that moment, a small, bent-legged crow came to perch upon her shoulder. “Well, hello there?” she said, not at all surprised. She handed the bird a nut, as though it might take it, and when it cawed in protest, she put the nut into her own mouth, and said, “Suit yourself.”
“You speak to ravens?”
Marcella’s green eyes glinted. “Paranoos does not suit you, Rhiannon. Does she look like a raven? Nay, mon amie, ’tis only a wretched old crow.”
“Caw!” said the bird in complaint, and Marcella laughed.
But there it remained, seated atop her shoulder, watching Marcella eat her nuts, and all the while, Marcella chatted with the creature—a one-sided conversation that didn’t make a bit of sense.
“So, ’tis done?”
“Aye?”
“Good.”
“’Tis a relief, I tell you. I was beginning to believe it all in vain.”
Rhiannon listened intently, but there was nothing at all said to enlighten her. Overtired from a night’s lack of sleep, she decided to mind her own affairs, leave the daft girl to talk to herself. After a while, the crow flew away, and the trio continued in silence.

WARKWORTH CASTLE
After having spent most of these past four years fortifying Warkworth Castle in the event of a confrontation with Morwen, the Pendragon sisters now prepared to abandon their sanctuary. For the time being, their children would remain inside the curtain wall, and this time, Elspeth hadn’t a single complaint over the state of their fortification. Indeed, it was better defended than Aldergh, and, really, more so than Westminster as well.
As a matter of practice, they kept two years’ worth of rations inside the main fortification, and a second, smaller wall—also warded with complex enchantments—prevented anyone from entering their village.
Like the witchwater in the motte, anyone entering the general vicinity simply forgot where they were and wandered away.
Using each of their affinities to the best of their abilities, the sisters then cast separate defense spells.
Rosalynde enshrouded the castle with a mist that rolled for two miles beyond the outer wall.
Elspeth warded the interior with a spell that should keep all but its denizens at bay—and this time, no one would be allowed to enter.
Finally, Seren enchanted all the animals in the surrounding woodlands. Anyone approaching would discover themselves sorely abused by great, tusked boars.
Considering the circumstances, there was no rest for the weary—not even for a mother fresh from the birthing table. Rosalynde hadn’t the luxury of time to nurse her newborn babe, so she gave the duty to her wet-nurse, and only now, as she stood peering down into her son’s face, she couldn’t help but recall her sister’s desperation and fear when their mother had threatened her eldest child. Anxious to leave him, even despite all the precautions, she clung to young Richard with a new mother’s desperation, kissing him very gently upon the forehead, before handing the babe back to his nursemaid.
Named for his grandsire, the boy went without protest, although his dark eyes, so like his father’s, never left his mother—not till she vanished amidst a sea of armored men.
It was not normally a woman’s place to lead armies, and yet, it was always presumed that, no matter how capable their champions were, in the end, it would be the Pendragon sisters who must challenge their mother.
After all, what good was cut steel against hud du?
Fortunately, all three sisters were wed to men who understood their lot in life, and who not only accepted their fates, but prepared them with all the skills and knowledge they would need to prevail.
Day after day, for four long years, Seren and Rosalynde had sparred with swords. Elspeth came now and again—nearly every time Malcom was meant to be away.
And finally, as a gift from the Holy Church, the sisters were each afforded ringmail suits, all blessed by the Pope and fitted to their precise measurements, complete with coifs, chausses, sturdy boots and gauntlets. Moreover, each sister rode a courser trained by the paladins, and the horses were lightly armored as well. Each sister wielded a finely honed sword, calibrated precisely for her weight and height… with one exception: Seren carried Caledfwlch, though Caledfwlch was meant for another.
Now, as Warkworth’s army prepared to ride, messengers were dispatched to Malcom Scott at Carlisle, another to King Stephen at Wallingford, yet another to Duke Henry in place of Matilda. For all her years of battling Stephen’s barons, the Empress Matilda seemed content enough to remain in Rouen and tend to affairs in Normandy.
Sadly, there was no guarantee anyone would answer their summons. After twenty long years, England was finally at peace. For all intents and purposes, their days of war were behind them. But little did anyone realize that the greatest battle of their day was soon to be waged… but not at Wallingford.
Sweet Goddess have mercy if this battle was lost.
If it was lost…
It wouldn’t matter what peace Stephen and Duke Henry had wrought; England would face certain doom, dark days would descend on the land…
God save the realm.
Seren saw it all now.
She’d witnessed the tapestry of time weaving itself through the ages: the brotherhood of twelve kings, their dewine imbued swords; the bloodshed that ensued betwixt them; the betrayal at Llanrhos, where her forebear, Taliesin, conspired with Uther to take the life of the true Dragon Lord.
And, aye, she knew now what he was, as well—a Shadow Beast, whose soul was bound, and whose eternal life could only be ended by destroying the reliquary his soul was bound to.
And, more importantly, she knew what and who her mother was. Morwen had lived by many names: The Dark Goddess, the Shadow Crone, the Shapeshifter of Legend, the Mother of Avalon, Keeper of the Cauldron and Defender of the Grail. But there was only one true name for her: Cerridwen, destroyer of realms.
And still she was more: She was a true-blood daughter of the God and Goddess, who’d created all realms. She was, as Lucifer was, an angel fallen from grace, and in her true form, she was a Sylph—she who was tasked to protect the realms of men, and who, in her fury, betrayed her promises to the coven and was banished from Heaven and earth.
Morwen’s soul, like Cael’s and Mordecai’s souls, was bound to a reliquary, but for one very crucial difference: Hers was the soul of a goddess and could never be fully destroyed.
At best, they might hope to put an end to her mortal form.
As it happened, gods and goddesses did not die the same way mortals died, and the crux of it all was that, despite their immortal blood, a dewine was only a demigod, and therefore bound by mortal laws. They bled as men bled. Their hearts beat as all hearts beat. They were merely more attuned to the aether, which was, in its essence, the breath of life.
The day seemed bleak as ever.
The sun refused to shine.
At the end of July, there was a pall over the land that lingered, despite the season.
In truth, there was no reason to believe they would prevail. There were no more favors to be called upon from Scotia, or anyone else.
And, aye, the Church had sent its company of paladins, but it would never dare confess its true relation to the company of assassins, and neither would they ever acknowledge a preternatural threat to this realm that was directly opposed to their doctrine. No matter the truth, to their specifications, witches were not angels, or natural beings. They were aberrations of nature, to be feared and reviled.
And neither would they acknowledge any but the “One True God” and put no others before him, not even the woman who was his mate. England was a patriarchy in the truest sense.
Truth itself was a weapon to be feared, and therefore, a call for banners would be raised in the name of England, but it could be that Warkworth’s would be the only army to bear the King’s standard.
As though to add insult to injury, the skies parted about midmorn, pouring down over the troops—a wet, cold deluge that dampened the spirits as surely it did the infantry, and even hope itself.
But this was no time for weakness in spirit.
No time for despair.
Every able-bodied warrior was conscripted to ride, and
once the sisters were ready, they moved together to the head of the line, preparing to lead their warriors into battle.
Taking his cues from Rosalynde, Warkworth’s seneschal rode to the helm. Loyal to his lord and lady, Edmund cried out to the gatekeeper. “Gates!” To his troops, he said, “Prepare to ride!” And then, if only because he insisted, he rode ahead of his mistresses to secure the way.
“Art ready?” asked Rosalynde of Elspeth as Edmund passed them by.
Elspeth nodded, and then both sisters looked to their Regnant—wholly transformed by her recent consecration.
White hair flowing at her back, face and skin radiant as a pearl, lips red as an apple, and cheeks rosy with color, Seren Pendragon moved to ride directly behind Edmund, with the sword Excalibur in her belt, and a small, bent crow riding atop her shoulder.
Their destination: Amdel.



Chapter
Twenty-Two

First, they discovered the riderless horse.
Then, traveling in the direction from whence the horse had come, they happened upon a man’s body lying next to a brook. Caught unawares with his breeches down, there was a bloody hole between the man’s eyes where a sharp blade had once rested. The wound was deep, penetrating the skull, and to inflict such a wound, the assassin must have been very, very close, or very, very precise and skilled.
Since it didn’t appear there was any sort of scuffle, Giles presumed the latter.
He knew only one woman who could wield a knife with such deadly precision: Marcella le Fae. But, if, indeed, she had passed this way with her charge, then everything was going according to plan and he must let them go. The sooner they found Eustace and returned him to his father, the sooner they could return home.
At his back, Wilhelm busied himself inspecting the boot and hoof prints surrounding the carcass. “These tracks are fresher than the rest,” he said.
“Boot or hoof?”
“Both.”
“How many?”
“One man, I believe. No less than fifteen stone, riding a courser, so it appears.”
That was not Marcella. She was tall for a woman, not heavy. “Fresher than the rest, you say?”
“Aye,” said Wilhelm. “’Tis as though he came lately and stopped to investigate.”
“Same direction as the rest?”
“Aye,” said Wilhelm, again.
“This one’s a King’s man,” said Giles, examining the livery of the dead man. He wore Stephen’s standard on the front of his gambeson. However, nothing on the horse they’d found, nor on the corpse had been pilfered, even so near to Darkwood. In fact, the horse’s satchel still contained all his travel supplies and there was a small gold purse, filled with coppers, tied to his belt.
It was only by a stroke of luck they’d encountered the horse, standing beneath the shade of a tree, so they’d first thought, waiting for its master to return for it. It was a good-sized destrier of the sort normally conscripted for the King’s army, and thinking it might be Eustace, Giles had put Wilhelm in charge of tracking. His brother could scout better than any man Giles had ever encountered, and for the most part, he trusted Wilhelm’s instincts without fail. When they’d spied the vultures circling over this woodlot, they knew they’d found their man.
“How long do you suppose he’s been dead?”
“Half the day, no more.” Giles had seen more than his share of dead bodies to know. “How many traveling altogether?” he asked his brother.
Wilhelm shrugged. “Looks like four, mayhap, not including the dead man.” He hitched a thumb at the corpse. “Appears to be three women traveling together, else three young men. The one following behind is more than twice their size and weight.”
“Hmm,” said Giles.
“Whoever the fourth rider is… he didn’t linger long. He took a gander, then moved along.”
“Neither did he bother to inspect the body,” said Giles, pointing to the sack of coppers. “Else he hadn’t much interest in coins.”
“So, he’s in pursuit of the others?”
Giles nodded. “That’s what I gather. Can you tell which direction they are going?”
Wilhelm examined the woodlands, then peered up into the trees at the sun in the sky. “They came southwest, more or less, traveling northeast.”
Indeed, they were traveling in the direction of Warkworth. Instinct told him that it must be Marcella, and if that was the case, she was coming from Blackwood, and the extrication had gone according to plan. He’d yet to reveal the plan to her sisters, because he hadn’t wished to raise their hopes. In fact, he hadn’t even told Wilhelm, because Wilhelm could keep no secrets from his wife. He didn’t know who the fourth rider could be, but it wasn’t Morwen. That witch wouldn’t be traveling alone unless it was her manservant. But this was a big country, and, in fact, it could be anyone—Eustace, included.
He didn’t say so, however. If, for an instant, Wilhelm thought there might be danger en route to Warkworth, God himself couldn’t keep the man from returning home. Nay, he had long ago learned to follow his gut, and his gut said to let this go, and continue their mission.
It went against his sense of propriety to steal a dead man’s coins, so he left them where they were, knowing good and well that they would be gone with the next passerby.
So be it. Better it should go to someone in need. He had plenty of his own.
“Do you know to whom these lands belong?” asked Wilhelm, still studying the landscape.
Giles peered about, and said, “I’d gander ’tis a Royal Forest, perhaps Morfe, south of Wellington and Amdel?”
“Beauchamp’s seat?”
“Perhaps,” said Giles as he nodded. “The idiot. Word came whilst I was still at Wallingford… he met his end at the end of Blaec d’Lucy’s blade.”
“Will he be punished?”
“D’Lucy?” Giles shook his head. “Nay. To the contrary. He’s been raised to Earl by order of King Stephen. His brother renounced the seat.”
“Will Duke Henry honor it?”
Giles shrugged again. “Who knows, brother.”
Wilhelm scratched his head. “What of Beauchamp’s land?”
“Haven’t a bloody clue,” said Giles. “He’s survived by a sister, who’s, in fact, wed to Blaec, so I don’t know how it will reconcile. What I do know is that Stephen will take his counsel from Duke Henry, and Duke Henry will not welcome the opportunity to reward Stephen’s barons. Rather, he’ll award lands to those who supported him.”
Wilhelm pointed down to the corpse. “Think he’s one of the men who rode out with Eustace?”
Considering everything, Giles peered over at the dead man’s horse. The animal might slow them down, but it would be cruel to leave it to fend for itself. “Could be,” he said. “But if so, I’d warrant it wasn’t Eustace who killed him. That greedy bugger would have taken his coins.”
“Probably,” said Wilhelm, with disgust. “Could be this one left him and met a poor end on his own. With Darkwood so close, there’s no telling what skamelars lay in wait.”
“Very true,” said Giles, and then both their gazes slid one toward the other. “Are you thinking what I’m thinking?”
“Amdel lies empty?” asked Wilhelm.
Giles nodded. “Aye.”
“Do you think Eustace might be there?”
“I don’t know,” said Giles, lifting his brows. “Let’s go see.”

Dinogad’s shift is speckled, speckled,
Made from marten pelts.
‘Wee! Wee!’ Whistling.
We call, they call, the eight in chains.
MARCELLA’S Welsh lilt was a trace more apparent now as she sang. But it wasn’t only the diction of her words… the song was oddly familiar, leaving Rhiannon with an inexplicable note of dread…
When thy father went a-hunting,
A spear on his shoulder, a club in his hand,
He called the nimble hounds,
‘Giff, Gaff; catch, catch, fetch, fetch!’
“That song,” she said, trying to place it.
Marcella shifted her dark eyes. “‘Dinogad’s Shift,’” she said, and sang the verse again in their native tongue—far more eloquently than Rhiannon could ever have.
Pan elei dy dat ty e helya;
Llath ar y ysgwyd llory eny law.
Ef gelwi gwn gogyhwc.
Giff gaff. Dhaly dhaly dhwg dhwg.
The paladin smiled then, and for the first time since meeting Rhiannon, that smile lit her lovely green eyes. “My mother used to sing it to me when I was a girl,” she explained.
“Seems to me I’ve heard it before.”
“Aye, well… no doubt you have, Lady Blackwood. Your mother enjoyed it, too.”
Rhiannon tapped a finger to her breast. “My mother?”
The paladin nodded, though it was impossible to imagine Morwen as a wee girl enjoying anything so achingly sweet as a lullaby. That was not the woman Rhiannon knew, and if Morwen had ever even once sung Rhiannon a song, the memory was long overshadowed by all the atrocities she’d committed since.
Nay, indeed, there was nothing tender in her memories of Morwen. But Rhiannon supposed she still could have heard the song through Elspeth.
Of all her siblings, Ellie was the only one who’d ever really known their maternal grandmother, and for all that Rhiannon had received Morgan’s gifts, she’d never once met the good lady face to face—a fact she was sorely aggrieved by, if not for the blessing of a hug, then for the sake of her Craft.
There were few souls remaining who’d studied the Old Ways. People no longer believed in faefolk. Or even the wonder of ordinary magik—the birthing of a babe, the life-giving warmth of the sun, the gathering of dew in the curve of a leaf, or in the metamorphosis of a caterpillar into a moth.
Magik, in truth, was not so uncommon as people were accustomed to believing. All living creatures had some ability within them, be it a simple sense of knowing, or the ability to heal (far less extraordinary than people presumed). The minds of men, whether they knew it or not, were very attuned to the aether.
Rhiannon sighed heavily, only to find that Marcella was still watching her—always watching, as though she were a specimen under a philosopher’s glass.
All the while, Jack rode behind them, silent and thoughtful—as he had been since departing the brook.
Marcella turned for an instant to regard him, and then, after a moment, returned to her tale.
“The song was written about a warrior of the Britons led by Urien ap Cynfarch. Do you know him, perchance?”
Rhiannon gave the paladin an impish smile. “Alas, I never had him for tea,” she jested, and Marcella laughed, a nice sound that filled Rhiannon with something like joy.
It was the first time in all her life that she’d had a confidante besides one of her sisters, and she was beginning to discover that she liked it. Marcella was brusque betimes, but no more so than Rhiannon, and she was most definitely the sort of woman someone would want on their side—fierce, loyal and smart. “’Tis a widow’s lament?”
“Nay, nay… not so much a lament, as her praise. In the song, she fashions her babe a beautiful smock made of pelts that her husband hunted for her before his death.”
“Because, definitively, that is all a man should ever be remembered for,” quipped Jack at their back.
Ignoring the barb, Marcella continued. “When she discovered her husband had perished along with his lord and king, she offered the verse to his bard…” Marcella slid Rhiannon a meaningful glance. “Whose daughter also happened to be Urien’s widow.”
“I suppose the poor lady meant to commiserate with the widow through song? It makes sense she would give it to his bard.”
“Perhaps.” Marcella nodded. “Else… it could be that she simply wished to have the bard publish her song. He was very well regarded. In fact, after Urien’s death, his daughter made a far more prodigious match.”
“Aye?” said Rhiannon, only half listening now. It was a little difficult to concentrate because Marcella kept looking back over her shoulder, as though someone might be following. “Who did she marry?”
Marcella’s brows lifted. “Well… of all people, she married Orkney’s King Lot, who… by the by… also happened to be a vassal and half-brother to Uther Pendragon.”
Rhiannon’s eyes shifted to meet Marcella’s. She opened her mouth to speak, but closed it again, realizing that this wasn’t idle chatter.
Clearly pleased by Rhiannon’s response, Marcella continued. “You see… all of Urien’s brothers were quite ambitious. Another one, Angus, ruled Moray and Scotland. Twelve brothers in all, every one of them granted swords that were forged by the Dynion Mwyn, each imbued with properties meant to ensure their victory against foes. Together, they formed a Fellowship of Twelve, whose sole intent it was to rule Britain altogether, including Alba and Wales.”
“Blood brothers?” asked Rhiannon.
Marcella turned a palm. “So ’tis said. But there, as they say, rests the fly in the ointment. Each of the brothers claimed to be sons of Ambrosius, the old Roman Emperor, and meanwhile, the High King of Gwynedd was not a son of Ambrosius. Rather, Cadwallon was a grandson of Cunedda’s, and his claim to the throne was stronger than any of Ambrosius’s sons, even despite that Ambrosius led and won so many battles against the Saxons.
“Only then, to make matters worse, Cadwallon urged his son to slay his uncle so that Cadwallon could seize his brother’s lands. It was a fair share of Wales, mind you. Afterward, Maelgwn was so aggrieved by his part in the scheme that he put himself into a monastery, and the Fellowship presumed he’d forfeited his father’s lands. Later, when the old man died, Maelgwn was called to return, and, naturally, this set the Fellowship’s teeth to grinding. They formed a plan to murder Maelgwn. But Urien and Maelgwn were close allies, and Urien objected. Later, when Urien, too, was found murdered, it was believed to have been perpetrated by none other than the bard in his court—coincidentally the same bard who’d plotted with Uther to kill Maelgwn.”
Rhiannon experienced a chill as Marcella slid her another meaningful glance.
“That bard… was Taliesin,” Marcella said, and then cast another long look over her shoulder.
“My—”
“Aye,” said Marcella quickly, though she frowned, and rushed to say, “Apparently, King Urien had the misfortune of allying himself to the Dragon Lord, and Uther coveted not only Maelgwn’s territories, but Maelgwn’s daughter, as well.”
“So, then, if Urien’s wife was Taliesin’s daughter⁠—”
Marcella nodded again, and said, “Precisely. But she was Morgan le Fae, not Yissachar. As it so happened, Yissachar was wed to Uther, and, later, after Maelgwn was murdered, Uther took the Dragon Lord’s daughter as his concubine. She, as you know, gave him Arthur.”
“Igraine,” said Rhiannon, leaning forward to pat her mare’s withers. “But these are all my forebears,” she said. “Why have I not heard these tales before now?”
“In truth lies power,” suggested Marcella.
And then she snorted inelegantly. “Really, in a sense, what happened in those days is not so different from what has happened between Stephen and Henry. History is ever destined to repeat itself, and so, it seems, man is not content to abide; he must always rule.”
Rhiannon liked the way Marcella thought; they were very well-aligned. “Goddess forbid that any man should ever bow to a woman! Matilda never had a chance.”
In fact, her half-sister had spent most of her adult life trying in vain to win her father’s barons. Even with the help of their cousin, Robert of Gloucester, few of them had ever championed her. She’d gone to battle beside them, and it didn’t matter. After her last stand at Devizes some years ago, Rhiannon heard she’d departed England. And, so much as Rhiannon had never had too much love for the half-sister Ellie liked to champion so much, she did feel sorry for Matilda. She also suffered righteous anger over the fact that anyone would be denied their birthright simply because she was a woman.
“How utterly painful it is to sit and listen to women speak of men,” complained Jack. “You must realize it is not only men who aren’t content to abide. The Empress fought tooth and nail for twenty long years to regain her father’s throne. Now, do you believe she’ll be content to abide, as you say?”
“Aye,” said Marcella, casting a sharp glance over her shoulder. “Prithee, Jacques, where is she now? I’ll tell you where she is: Home, tending to her house, supporting her son from afar. That is what women do when they lose.”
The younger paladin lifted a brow, and said, “I warrant ambition is not only a man’s vice, mon patron.”
Marcella curled her lip at the youth, and offered him her back, and Rhiannon gloated over the endless, but amusing, contention between them.
She could easily see that the two were oddly enamored of each other—only like children vying for supremacy. Indeed, it seemed to Rhiannon that Marcella considered herself well beyond Jack’s years, and therefore, beyond his reach as well. But Jack wasn’t content to let it lie, even after Marcella had confessed her true age.
No doubt he’d been brooding ever since, but Rhiannon noted the way he looked at her whenever Marcella wasn’t looking. He loved her, in truth, and age didn’t matter to him at all.
Dismissing Jack, Marcella returned to her tale, and this time Rhiannon was far more attentive…
“So, now you have both Taliesin’s daughters wed to brothers—Yissachar to Uther and Morgan to Lot.
“One day,” she continued, “the sisters learned their husbands were brawling over Igraine. Yissachar became convinced that it was all Igraine’s fault, and in a fit of rage, she took Uther’s sword and slew his concubine… spilling Igraine’s blood with the very same sword that once slew her father.”
“Caledfwlch,”
Rhiannon surmised.
Marcella nodded again. “Aye.”
The two shared a knowing look, and Marcella continued again. “So, now, fearing to lose his beautiful bride, Uther defended Yissachar to the Church, saying it was all the fault of the sword. He claimed it was cursed, and thus Yissachar was spared, banished to Blackwood for her crime.”
Rhiannon nodded, then sang…
“Blackwood, Blackwood, there she remains,
All through the dark and light of day.
Eyes o’ fire, and bright-silver mane.
Summer to winter and summer again.”
Marcella nodded as Rhiannon finished her verse. “That’s the one.”
“So, what happened to Uther’s sword?” Rhiannon asked.
“The Church confiscated every weapon that Taliesin had forged with the Dynion Mwyn—twelve altogether—and they established an elite Guard, awarding each paladin with a sword that formerly belonged to the Kings of Briton.”
“The Papal Guard,” Rhiannon surmised. “And whose sword do you carry?”
“I believe it was Urien’s.”
Rhiannon turned to ask Jack, “And yours?”
The young man coughed indiscreetly. “I’m not yet worthy to carry a Sword of Power.”
“You will in time,” returned Marcella, without looking at the young paladin.
“When?”
“When I die,” she said matter-of-factly, after which, another length of silence ensued.
It was, perhaps, a prospect Jack didn’t relish, but to Rhiannon it made perfect sense. If, in fact, there were only twelve swords altogether, unless an officer of the Guard should perish, there were no more swords to hand about. She knew Giles had given his sword to Rosalynde, but that was another matter entirely. Naturally, such was the nature of these things; someone would have to die before another sword was granted.
“Who else possesses a sword?”
Marcella smiled forbearingly. “That is not something I’m at liberty to say, but I can tell you this much: One sword never left Alba.”
“David of Scotia?” Rhiannon said.
Marcella confirmed nothing, but she said, “You’re quite astute. It took me years and years of investigations to put all these stories together.”
“To great avail,” allowed Rhiannon. “You know your histories far better than anyone I have ever met.”
“Well, I made it a point to know,” Marcella said, “all for the sake of a man I once loved.” And then she averted her gaze, into the woods, and Rhiannon sensed intuitively that she must be speaking of Cael, although something in the paladin’s expression kept her from inquiring.
“So, what happened to the other sister?” inquired Jack. “The one called Morgan.”
It took Marcella a while to respond.
“Well… it was Yissachar who slew Igraine, so they let her be. In keeping with our kind, she grew to be a very, very, very old woman. She escaped the fate of many of our kind, simply by virtue of the fact that her husband was conscripted to the Guard. Meanwhile, Yissachar languished in her tower, and, by decree of the church, they purged the remainder of dewinekind from the realm.”
Jack sounded incredulous, and perhaps a little incensed. “Uther allowed it?”
Marcella lifted a brow, casting Jack a backward glance. “Allowed?” she said. “My dear, Uther led them. Do you not pay attention to your studies, ever?”
Rhiannon frowned.
In all her years, she had never heard their story told so succinctly and so candidly. So, it seemed, her kindred were a bloodthirsty and treacherous lot—including Taliesin.
It left much to be considered—particularly Taliesin’s entire role in Cerridwen’s tale. Verily, if the man they’d been led to admire and emulate, was, in fact, a thief and a murderer, then what else could be expected from a man who’d steal a mother’s curative? Of course, she was speaking of the potion Cerridwen brewed for her son Morfran… that boy whose fate Rhiannon had always believed she’d shared.
Of all people, Rhiannon knew well enough what it felt like to be reviled for the way she looked. Only now that her face was altered, it didn’t eradicate the pain of her youth. In her mind’s eye, she was still that wretched little girl, with the crossed eyes, and a temper as wild as her hair.
So much of what she’d come to know was utterly wrong.
In the stories she’d heard about Taliesin, he was the one who was pursued and persecuted. He was the golden mage whose wit and wisdom united kingdoms. He was the wise druid, whose name was known and respected by the Romans. He was the falcon who’d guided them.
But, in reality, there was another way to perceive the tale, and in this new light, he wasn’t the least bit flattered.
It was not enough that he’d stolen from those less fortunate, but he’d also befriended the man who’d stolen the Witch Goddess’s daughter, and then he’d turned her against her own mother, only to marry her as well, even amidst their mother’s bitter protests—an incestuous relationship that purportedly enraged Cerridwen. And it was all because of her fury that Avalon was ultimately destroyed. Considering all this, it didn’t seem entirely fair that Taliesin somehow escaped the wrath of the gods.
In fact, now that Rhiannon considered it, she understood why, after being possessed by the Witch Goddess, that Morwen had bedded her own brother—an eye for an eye, she supposed. After all that had been done to her, her heart now burned with an ember of hatred that could no longer be extinguished. She was the sum total of her life, Rhiannon supposed, and now she also knew why the Witch Goddess was so bent upon revenge—if only she didn’t also have the grave misfortune of knowing that the Witch Goddess was also Morwen. And therefore, whatever Morwen was in theory, it was hardly what she was in the flesh…
Still, she was a daughter herself, cast aside and forsaken.
She was a wounded creature, dangerous and resentful.
She’d lost everything throughout her life—husband, son, her beauteous daughter, her precious isle, and her standing with the gods… Naturally, all Rhiannon and her sisters were to her now were bitter reminders of the betrayals she’d suffered throughout her life. And really, since she was only borrowing Morwen’s body, in her eyes, they were children of Taliesin’s, not hers. They were ungrateful half-breeds, who shouldn’t be allowed to wield the gifts of the Chosen Ones.
So much made sense now.
And yet, it didn’t make the pain of her mother’s existence any less difficult to bear. Morwen’s pain had become her daughters’ pain, and now she hadn’t any more mercy to give—not if you also understood that it was mercy for Taliesin, the babe, that allowed him to live. And then he grew up to be her ruin.
Alas, so it seemed, there were no true heroes in this tale—none save the innocents who’d found themselves in harm’s way.
“Rhiannon,” said Marcella, gently, perhaps realizing how difficult it must be to accept all these truths—one terrible revelation after another since departing Blackwood. She was like a hud du doll full of pins, scarcely able to bear the thought of another. Slowly, pensively, Rhiannon lifted her gaze to her new friend.
“There is one lesson you must take from this tale…”
“Me?”
Marcella nodded portentously. “Of all the swords that were forged by the Dynion Mwyn… only one
was forged in the spirit of betrayal; it might yet lend itself to this game.”
Rhiannon furrowed her brow. “What are you saying?”
Marcella’s voice was sober. “What I am saying is that, indeed, Caledfwlch is cursed. ’Twas made to beguile Maelgwn ap Cadwallon, and with that sword, Uther slew him. Later, Lot slew Urien—again, with the same sword. And then, after, Urien’s wife slew Maelgwn’s daughter… Do you understand what I am saying?”
Rhiannon thought she did, though it seemed to her that Marcella was trying to say something more.
“If Taliesin’s own daughter was not immune to Caledfwlch’s
hud du, neither are we.”
“My sister Rosalynde has the sword now. Are you saying she will betray us?” Rhiannon was horrified by the prospect.
Marcella gazed at her mournfully, and Rhiannon shook her head adamantly. “Nay! She would never. My sisters would not. Arwyn died to protect Seren—she died!”
The look in Marcella’s eyes was full of pity. “Calm down… all I am saying, mon amie, is that when the time comes… there is one among us who could be swayed. And…” She shook her head. “That is all I can say; because to say more wouldst be a betrayal.”
“To whom? My mother?”
Marcella laughed bitterly. “Oh, my friend, you cannot betray someone you are not aligned with.”
“Cael?”
“Ah,” she said, lifting a finger, then wagging it. “There’s the rub… Lord Blackwood’s part in this tale is his alone to tell. But now I shall truly say no more, because the Law of Three does not only apply itself to the Craft of the Wise, I fear.”
Rhiannon’s mind whirled. What role in this pageantry could her husband possibly play?
And then suddenly, another thought occurred to her. “If you and my mother were…”
“Lovers?” Marcella finished.
“Aye. Then why didn’t she remember you at Blackwood?”
Marcella pursed her lips. “Oh, believe me. She remembers. She’s the one who introduced me to Cael, and no matter what we once were to each other, she was all too willing to use me to her service. She was merely too arrogant to⁠—”
“What?”
Marcella reined in her mount suddenly, sidling about to face Rhiannon. “Never mind,” she said quickly, sliding from her saddle. “None of that is important.”
“Then why have you told me these things?”
“Because,” she said, “it could be there won’t be another opportunity.”
“Why not?”
Marcella nodded toward the bright sunlight at the end of the forest lane, and said, “We’ve kept to the woodlands as much as possible. Soon, we’ll be leaving Cannock and we’ll not encounter shelter again until Macclesfield or High Peak. But that is not our immediate concern.”
“What is?” asked Rhiannon.
“We’re being followed,” said Jack.



Chapter
Twenty-Three

Whatever awkwardness existed between the paladins, it vanished in that moment. They moved deftly together, like a choreographed dance, as though teacher and student had already rehearsed their parts.
Jack responded by moving forward to sweep up the reins of Rhiannon’s mount, drawing her off the road.
A glance about revealed that Marcella had chosen a spot to their advantage, with ample shelter on either side of the lane.
Even as Rhiannon dismounted, Jack was already down from his mount, unsheathing his dirk.
For her part, Marcella stood squarely in the middle of the lane, defiant and fearless, preparing to face their pursuer alone—a single rider who revealed himself without delay.
Rhiannon gasped aloud, her heart kicking against her ribs as she realized who it was…
Cael.
It was Cael.
No longer dressed in the finery of their wedding ceremony, he looked like a dark lord emerging from a mist.
Dressed in the accoutrements of war, he and the horse came trotting up the narrow path, his slow but purposeful gait deceptive in its casual affectation. Beside him traveled a lone, gray hound, eyes as yellow as a wolf’s, the head nearly as tall as the belly of his mount.
But though his pace was easy, there was little about him that was carefree. He moved fluidly with his destrier—a monstrous beast unlike any Rhiannon had ever beheld, and he wore his great sword tucked behind his back, with the pommel rising over his head so he could easily grasp the hilt. He appeared larger than life, and only for an instant, her knees went weak as pudding.
Fortunately, Jack caught her before she fell, but then he put a small blade to the tender flesh of her neck, as though to threaten her. Shocked by the sting of cold metal, Rhiannon unleashed her hud du and the knife in Jack’s hand heated swiftly, glowing red like fresh hammered steel straight from a forge. Jack yelped and dropped the knife.
Casting him an annoyed glance, Rhiannon rushed into the lane to stand beside Marcella, but here, again, the elder paladin seized her by the tunic, dragging her back behind her. “Damnation!” complained Rhiannon, but Marcella ignored her, her attention affixed to the approaching rider.
“I’ll not allow you to return her to Morwen,” said Marcella, and lest anyone mistake her meaning, the paladin withdrew the sword from her scabbard and held it at the ready.
Calm as ever, Cael kept his saddle even after he halted, his dark eyes looking past Marcella to Rhiannon.
“I do not intend to,” he said, with a half-smile that materialized only for her.
“Bedamned! If that is true, then love for this woman has compelled you where I could not, and now you have endangered everything!”
“Indeed, I suppose I have,” he said without much concern, leaning forward in his saddle, with a shrug.
Still nursing his hand, Jack emerged from the thicket, and if Cael had witnessed Rhiannon’s act of defiance, he must have approved, because he glanced at Jack with lifted brows, then turned a devastating smile toward Rhiannon and winked.
That small gesture of approval sent heat surging through Rhiannon’s veins and a slow burn crept into her cheeks. Even so, she kept her feet planted behind Marcella, uncertain what to do. “We are not aligned,” he’d said.
So how was it possible they suddenly were?
They were not.
So why is he here?
To return her to her mother?
Never!
She daren’t believe a word he said.
He stabbed a thumb over his shoulder. “I’m guessing this was your work I spied by the brook?”
He directed the question to Marcella.
“The bloody fool recognized her,” said Marcella, though she didn’t lower her sword. “What else would you have me do?”
Cael’s grin widened, and Rhiannon watched the pair closely. Cousins, they most definitely were not. She recognized the heated look they exchanged, but Cael’s gaze cooled at once, and Marcella groaned as he swung his leather-clad leg over his mount and slid to the ground. Still, he made no move to unsheathe his sword, and finally, Marcella lowered hers.
“I meant every word I said, Cael. I am tasked to keep Rhiannon safe, and I wouldst do so on pain of my life—no matter what you say, I’ll not be swayed!”
“I warrant she can take care of herself,” said Jack darkly, sucking on a finger.
Cael approached them, still making no move to retrieve his sword. “As I’ve said, I’m here to help.”
“Why?”
“Because she’s my wife, lest you forget.”
And with that, he met Rhiannon’s gaze, begging her to… what? Understand?
Her heart did a little leap in her breast, though she didn’t know what she was supposed to say, much less feel, or do.
Indeed, they were man and wife, but in name only, and yet…
And yet…
And yet…
She lifted a finger to her lips, remembering his impassioned kiss, and Cael grinned like a well-satisfied cat.
“Why should I trust you?” persisted Marcella.
Hardening his voice, his gaze returned to Marcella. “Ever once, have I lied to you?”
Marcella’s tone was rueful. “Nay.”
“Why would I begin now?”
For a long, long moment, the pair glowered at one another, and then Marcella conceded. “Swear to me you are not here in the service of Morwen!”
“I am not here for Morwen,” he said calmly. “I am here…” His black eyes met Rhiannon’s again, as he said, “For her.”
Apparently satisfied—or as much as she could be under the present circumstances, Marcella re-sheathed her sword, and said, “Then you are a stupid fool. Then, again, from what I know of you, you have always been a fool, Cael d’Lucy, and far be it from you to ever listen to the advice of a woman.”

THEY DECIDED TO MAKE CAMP, but not for the evening, only to rest the horses and sup, then prepare a new strategy.
Now that Cael had joined them, with news of Morwen, it was perhaps wiser to take stock of their circumstances.
Accordingly, whilst they waited for Jack to return with a stitch of firewood, Cael perched himself on a fallen tree to share some of the details of his return to Blackwood.
Apparently, it was Cael who’d loosed the hounds. One lone wolfhound refused to leave him and remained stubbornly by his side. The enormous beast sat quietly behind him, his eyes never leaving its master. He was like Rhiannon, she supposed—painfully loyal, invisible, besides.
Like that hound, she listened quietly as he discussed his politikal matters with Marcella, only now and again sliding Rhiannon a black-eyed glance.
Marcella relayed the news they’d heard from Stephen’s man this morn—a happenstance that Cael was apparently already aware of. Evidently, he’d been privy to some of the negotiations while he was still in attendance at Wallingford. Perhaps perceiving what was to come, Morwen had summoned him home some weeks past, with demands that he marry Rhiannon once and for all. As of that time, the King and Duke Henry hadn’t yet reached any agreement, although it was apparent they would soon.
Stephen no longer had the will to fight. His eldest living son wasn’t fit to rule. Nor did his youngest have the mind for politiks, although Cael suspected William simply wasn’t bold enough to claim what he wanted. Unlike Eustace, who was brazen and stupid, William would be the sort to skulk about in the shadows and steal what he wanted through cunning.
The King’s sons had inherited much from their mother, because even despite usurping Henry’s throne, there were many who claimed he was only complicit because he’d believed it was for the good of the realm. Greed was not his sin. Doubtless, he no longer considered this to be the case, and his actions spoke volumes. He was already distancing himself from Morwen, and, with his wife dead, he could far more easily confess the iniquities of his elder son.
As for Morwen, evidently Cael had given her the draught that was intended for him, and this was why she hadn’t given immediate pursuit. In fact, according to her husband, she could be sleeping still, though Rhiannon doubted it. The laws that applied to others did not apply to Morwen. She was, indeed, a force to be reckoned with; the time to face her was growing nigh. Even now, there was an impending sense of doom in the air—a prescience that manifested itself like an ague in the bones, a damp chill that raised the small hairs on her nape.
“By the by,” said Cael, with a wink for Marcella. “Well done. She never once thought to inspect her cauldron.”
The paladin blushed, a rare hint of color appearing in her high cheeks. She looked softer and more vulnerable than she had since Rhiannon met her. She smiled coyly. “Doubtless it was the sweet rot of lilacs,” she explained.
“Brilliant suggestion,” he said. “I only hope she directs her anger accordingly when she wakes.” He exhaled sharply. “I left her with a hall full of sleeping guests.”
Rhiannon grimaced, hoping her mother would be in too much of a hurry to waste time with punishments. Still, it was impossible not to consider the worst-case scenario—that she would wake and slaughter all those innocents, whose worst crime it was to try to curry favor with the lord of Blackwood by attending his wedding.
In any case, she was relieved to know Cael wasn’t there to suffer whatever fate her mother deemed appropriate.
“They are safer without you,” suggested Marcella. “I warrant she would have abused them only to spite you.”
“I considered that,” admitted Cael.
“Any news of Mordecai?”
“No sign of him. He did not arrive with Morwen, nor did anyone mention him thereafter. She must have put him to another task.”
“Clearly, she trusts you,” said Rhiannon, acerbically.
Cael merely shrugged, ignoring the veiled accusation in her tone. “She trusted my greed and my desire for vengeance,” he readily confessed.
But Rhiannon wasn’t prepared to leave off simply because he’d confessed his sins.
“You should have killed her when you had the chance,” she said sourly. “I know my mother well enough to know she’ll not return the favor when she faces you again. It was stupid and why? What possible reason would you have to spare her? You left her insensate, and vulnerable—precisely as you’d want her to be to vanquish her once and for all. Now, not only will she never let down her guard again, but you’ve lost the opportunity to save more bloodshed.”
He didn’t answer, though he sighed, and then produced the twin reliquaries from about his neck to show them. Side by side, they were indistinguishable.
“That’s it?” asked Marcella. “That’s what she’s been holding over you all these years?”
He nodded. “This is it,” he said, casting another brief glance at Rhiannon. Marcella, too, slid Rhiannon a careful glance, and Rhiannon realized there was more to this story—inconceivably so, as there was so much she’d already learned.
How many secrets did one man keep?
How complicit was he in her mother’s machinations?
And nay; she didn’t like it that he confided so much in Marcella—shouldn’t Rhiannon be the one to know her husband best? Even if her marriage wasn’t a sham, she’d spent these past five years with Cael, and clearly, there was a lot he’d never bothered to share with her.
And yet, he’d shared everything with Marcella…
The realization made her burn with envy—envy she ought not be feeling, considering the circumstances.
Nothing was as it seemed, and now, with her sweet sisters still in danger, what Cael did or did not share with a woman of his past shouldn’t concern her… and still it did.
They were all silent a while, waiting for Jack, mulling over the things Cael had already revealed.
Eventually, the silence grew too heavy to bear. They returned to their stratagem, drawing out maps on the ground.
Considering the distance between Cannock and Macclesfield, Cael and Marcella discussed taking a new route. It was agreed that they should rest till eventide, and then, when night fell, they would set out across the moorland.
Morwen’s birds could see well enough by night, but by then, they might be roosting. Her mother would use them wisely, positioning them at intervals to watch where they emerged from the woods. That would be their most vulnerable point, but everything would depend wholly upon how intent Morwen was to push those birds to their limits. Already, they had determined she would not. Her birds meant more to her than did any of her daughters. She would not dispatch them when they were at their most vulnerable. She would use them when they were at their best and rest them otherwise.
On the other hand, she would and could send Mordecai to scout these woods. It was entirely possible he was already in pursuit. Lamentably, no one knew what he was capable of.
Her sister Rosalynde had witnessed his transformation in that woodlot south of Whittlewood and Salcey, but what he was, precisely, nobody but Morwen knew.
His form had been that of a dragon-like creature, with a beak and speared tail. Rhiannon had never in her life even imagined such a creature existed, and all she had known to do was warn her sister to run. In the end, the Goddess had intervened, offering Rosalynde words to bind its mortal form, and yet, despite this fact, Mordecai had somehow returned.
“He can’t change at will,” said Cael. “He’ll come as a man, with all a man’s weaknesses.”
“And you know this how?” ventured Rhiannon, annoyed yet again, though she knew her ire wasn’t entirely rational.
Cael had yet to embrace her, and what should she expect? That he would rush into her arms and beg forgiveness?
Nay.
He wasn’t that sort of man.
And yet… he hadn’t bothered to answer her question, and the simple fact that he and Marcella were still so familiar didn’t set well with her. Instead, he and Marcella continued their discourse. Therefore, once Jack returned with his kindling, Rhiannon did to the kindling what she longed to do to both Marcella and Cael.
The fire blazed to life even before Jack could fully retrieve his hand from the pit, and he gave her a beleaguered glance.
Oblivious to their exchange, Cael and Marcella continued to talk.
Jack sat down beside Rhiannon, and said, “I’m sorry.” Perhaps he’d mistaken the reason for her self-indulgence. “I didn’t intend to harm you with the knife.” He cast a surreptitious glance at the lord of Blackwood. “Rather, I only meant for him to think I might.”
“I’m not angry, Jack, don’t worry.”
“You sound angry,” he said.
Rhiannon cast him a pointed glance. “Did you find dinner?” she asked, changing the subject.
“Nay. But I tell you true, if they want something other than what’s in our saddle bags, they’ll have to go get it themselves. I’m weary of being everyone’s errand boy.”
Rhiannon knew precisely how he felt, although she didn’t wish to confess it.
“Alas, I’d like to say I know how you feel,” said Jack, leaning close. “But I don’t. In fact, I can’t say much about your husband’s debt to your mother, but⁠—”
Rhiannon shot him a furious glance. “Because you are sworn to secrecy, or because you do not know?”
Sweet fates. Did everyone but her know about her husband’s debt to her mother?
“Well… I do know his life depends on her good graces,” he finished.
Didn’t everyone’s?
It wasn’t enough of an explanation—and neither had it come from the right person. Incensed beyond measure, Rhiannon tossed a pebble into the flames.
“The fact that he’s here says a lot,” Jack persisted. “Take heart in that.”
Rhiannon offered the young paladin a cutting glance.
Was she so transparent?
Were her feelings so near to the surface that he could read her so easily?
Why couldn’t Cael?
He sat there, discussing ancient relics with Marcella, both their heads together, whispering feverishly, scarcely aware of anyone else in their proximity.
“So, you do care for her?” she asked Jack, a little petulantly.
“Aye,” he confessed. “Sadly, she fancies herself more of a sister to me.”
“Why don’t you tell her how you feel?”
He shrugged, then hitched his chin. “Why don’t you tell him?”
Rhiannon frowned. “Because I don’t feel that way,” she persisted.
“And yet… you do,” he argued. “There’s no mystery in the way you two regard one another, Lady Blackwood.”
“Nay, Jack,” she contended. “Art mistaken.”
“Oh? In that case, how about I attempt to kiss you and see how it is that your husband responds?”
“I’m his wife,” she hissed “How do you think he’ll respond? He’s like any other man. He may not want something for himself, but he won’t give it away.”
“That’s not what I see,” Jack argued, and perhaps to prove his point, he leaned closer to Rhiannon, as though to whisper in her ear… so close that she could feel the feathery heat of his breath tickle her flesh.
Before Rhiannon could push him away, her husband stood, unsheathing the sword at his back, deftly and with purpose, then drove it into the ground between them. “Altar boy,” he said. “Get your smooth little arse away from my wife.”
Jack complied at once, with a knowing smirk, and when Cael sat back down to continue his conversation with Marcella, he chuckled and said, “I told you so. That man is so aware of all you do, I can scarcely imagine how he’s keeping his attention on their discourse.”
Much to her consternation, Rhiannon couldn’t hide her answering smile.



Chapter
Twenty-Four

For the past few hours, it was all Cael could do to keep his attention on Marcella. That man-child was trying his patience—sitting so close to his wife, mumbling things he couldn’t hear into her ear—good Christ, she was his wife, and still, he could scarcely believe it!
Only a week ago, he’d feared she would never agree to the bargain. Considering that her eldest sister was to have been his betrothed, he’d expected Rhiannon to continue to deny him out of spite, or in defiance of her mother.
For all these past five years, he’d tried in vain—or so he’d thought—to win her over; and she was no easy mark. In the beginning, the wooing was no more than a diversion, but one night, whilst he’d lain abed… he’d realized… it had been years since he’d last thought of Nesta. It was no longer her face, but Rhiannon’s that appeared to him in his dreams, and it was Rhiannon’s name he oft breathed in the throes of pleasure—self-served, mind you. Much to his botheration, after meeting Rhiannon, he could no more consider a romp in the hay with some nameless wench than he could remember the way it felt to be touched by a woman he loved.
For a while, guilt had plagued him, because Nesta had sacrificed her life to save him, and the least he could have done was to honor her memory. Instead, he’d found himself hard as stone with thoughts of a red-haired termagant whose tongue was as sharp as her wit.
God’s truth. Even weary from travel, she was beautiful, with her dark, copper curls as wild and free as she was.
No doubt, he’d wanted to cheer her when she’d burned that man-child’s hand, and with his own blade to boot. It served the wretch right for testing her so stupidly.
In fact, now that she was free from her manacles, there was no telling what powers Rhiannon possessed, but if that was a small inkling…
“Are you listening?”
Marcella’s eyes impugned him.
Cael shook his head. “Apologies,” he said, his gaze returning to the pair of reliquaries in her hand. “The problem is… now that we are no longer in her proximity, there is no way for me to tell which is mine. They are precisely identical, save for that odd glow in her presence.”
“Even the crystals,” Marcella agreed. “The veins are precisely the same.”
“Aye.”
“So, then… what is the worst thing that could happen if we destroyed them both?”
Cael shrugged. “The worst? I haven’t a clue. Perhaps nothing at all? Or it could be that I would cease to exist. I haven’t any notion how they work. Every time I inquired, Morwen was adamant I not concern myself with specifics. She merely bade me to care for them as though my life depended upon them, because, she said it did.”
“Aye, well, if it is any consolation, I don’t believe you would cease to exist,” Marcella argued, still examining the reliquaries. “If what you say is true, she gave you the means to destroy her, and kept your reliquary, for herself. This tells me that she mustn’t be overly concerned about its destruction.” She placed one crystal between her teeth, and bit down to test its solidity. “Rather, I believe she knew you would keep it safe from others, and she must have presumed you would guard it better than she could amidst so many enemies.”
“We’ve now proven she’s not immune in her mortal form,” Cael said, casting Morwen’s daughter another glance, watching her interactions with Jack.
The man-child was goading him, he was sure of it, but why? He hadn’t any sense the lad was stupid, nor had there ever been any rancor between them. Perhaps it was only to prove a point. He hadn’t missed the lad’s good-natured chuckle, nor Rhiannon’s answering smirk once he’d planted his sword between them. It remained there now, a reminder to both that he was watching them still.
“Cael?”
Cael nodded, then realizing he didn’t hear the last thing she said, he peered back at Marcella. “What?”
“I can see you are too preoccupied for this discussion. Should we remain here tonight, or press on?”
Cael could think of nothing so sweet as to lie with his wife in his arms, but this was not the time nor the place. “Press on,” he said, and suggested, “but mayhap not straight to Macclesfield.”
He lifted the stick Marcella had been drawing with and poked it at the etching already made in the soil—a crude map of their intended route and destination.
“’Tis roughly eleven or twelve leagues to Macclesfield. But… I happen to have learned that my cousin recently dispatched the lord of Amdel.”
“Beauchamp?”
“Aye.”
“Dispatched?”
Cael arched a black brow. “Aye, as in… relieved him of, not only his worldly possessions, but his life as well.”
“How does this serve us?”
“Well… I warrant that with Stephen so preoccupied with Duke Henry at Wallingford, Amdel’s disputed parklands are the furthest thing from his mind. I must presume the castle lies empty still.”
“But isn’t your cousin wed to Beauchamp’s sister?”
“’Tis a complicated matter, but aye. Yet not the brother you presume. Graeham d’Lucy has forsworn his lands; he ceded them all to his brother.”
Marcella’s brows rose. “With the King’s blessing?”
“Indeed. He appealed to Stephen some months ago, right before he left London, and Stephen agreed. Although he might well trust Blaec well enough to give him another parcel, there’s no way Duke Henry will ever concede to the granting of Beauchamp’s lands to a man who already holds a powerful seat, not when he can award them to another of his loyal barons.”
“I ask you again, how does that help us?”
“Because, in the meantime, Amdel remains empty… and unguarded.”
A once, Marcella relieved him of the stick, then poked at her etching, at a location that appeared to be somewhere behind them. “Correct me if I am wrong, but Amdel lies here.” She poked at the drawing again, and again. “We are here, and we must go here.” Then, she poked the stick far to the right and north of her drawing. “This is where we must end.”
Warkworth.
“Aye,” said Cael, relieving her of the stick once more. “So, this is what I propose… we backtrack a bit, go here.” And then he drew another small cluster in the dirt. “From Amdel, we travel through Kinver, then pass to Wellington, and through the parklands at Drakewich. From there, we will still end in Macclesfield, although without having to cross the moorlands.”
Marcella sat, silently poring over Cael’s proposal. And then, she asked, “Art certain Amdel lies empty?”
“As certain as I can be. Worst case, we pass by and travel on to Drakewich—another three or four hours thereabouts.”
“I don’t know if she can endure.” Marcella hitched her chin in Rhiannon’s direction. “We’ve been traveling endlessly.”
“She’s strong,” he said with a note of pride. “My guess is she may very well outlast both you and me.”
“Nay,” Marcella said. “You overestimate her. She’s vulnerable. After five years locked away with those manacles, I’m surprised she’s made it this far without so much as a complaint.” There was a note of admiration in the paladin’s voice, though Cael didn’t remark upon it. Finally, Marcella nodded, perhaps beginning to see the wisdom in his plan.
Not only would it circumvent the need to travel so far under open skies, but it might also further serve to confuse Morwen, because she would, no doubt, anticipate the distance they would travel since leaving Blackwood, and chances were that her birds would be circling that area, waiting.
Ultimately, she must already have discerned their intended destination, and that’s where she would concentrate her search efforts. Nobody could anticipate they would double back—for what reason?
He tossed the stick away, and Marcella leaned forward to brush at the dirt, erasing the proof of their stratagem. “Go on,” she said, following his gaze. “See to your wife. Far be it from me to keep you from your greatest desire.”
Besotted as he was, Cael didn’t need to be told twice.
He stood at once, brushing off his breeches as he considered the woman he was once involved with. It hadn’t lasted overlong, and though neither of them had any true love for the other, he realized Marcella’s feelings ran deeper than his. Alas, though, he had never anticipated that his heart would be free again, or that he could ever love anyone so deeply. He’d told her the truth all those years ago—that his heart belonged to Nesta. It simply was impossible to compel a heart to love anywhere but where it wished. He understood that Marcella must feel tormented by his change of heart, but he’d also never foreseen how Rhiannon’s presence in his life would affect him.
Like her mother, she was an irresistible force.
“I am sorry,” he said, after a moment.
“For what, Cael? For discovering that you are still capable of love?”
He stood silently, wishing for Marcella’s sake that he could deny it… but he could not. His one point of comfort was that he knew he was never Marcella’s true love either.
She peered up at him then, her green eyes soft with affection. “The heart must love who it loves,” she reasoned. “And I, too, have my own cross to bear.”
“Jack?” he said quietly, and when she nodded, he said, “It’s obvious.”
“Indeed,” she said. “Alas, though… I remember a time when my heart was so easily led as well.”
This, he realized, was not a reference to him at all, for their relations had been anything but simple, or easy. He knew who it was she was speaking of, and it wasn’t him, nor was it Jack. And this, too, was something they’d shared, because, though his love for Morwen wasn’t Eros, Morwen was a poppet master of the greatest degree, expertly pulling her strings. Terrible though she might be, she knew how to engender loyalty, and… yes, even affection. Those who followed her, followed her devotedly, knowing the venerable lady behind the veil. In her weakest moments she bled like everyone else, and Cael had once cared for her as well.
How could he not?
But then, again, love was not the proper word for what he’d felt for Morwen Pendragon. He’d never once shared her bed, nor, until recently, had she ever invited him.
There was only one woman he had ever truly loved, and not even Nesta had inspired in him the passion that his beautiful dewine bride could inspire.
Rhiannon was very much like her mother in some ways, but in every way that mattered, she was nothing like her at all.
During his time in this realm—at least this time around—the few times he’d fallen into another woman’s bed, it had been joyless and uninspiring. No other woman, save Rhiannon made his cock so hard that he walked around in a state of constant arousal, like some beardless youth with more seed than sense. Even now, he could think of little else but having her… undressing her, at long last, dragging her beneath him, and drinking from the font between her thighs.
Somehow he understood that what he now felt for Rhiannon—this wildly impassioned fire—Marcella had once felt for Morwen. They’d been friends before they were lovers, at a tender age when love must have seemed sweet and new—two gloriously pagan young women unashamed to explore. Some part of him envied her doughtiness, to love where she willed. He lingered a moment longer because he felt compelled to speak aloud what they both knew.
“In the end, she must be destroyed,” he said.
Marcella nodded gravely, averting her gaze. “I know,” she said, and a single tear slid down her cheek. “The only true question remains… who will be the one to do it?”



Chapter
Twenty-Five

Cael could barely concentrate on the business at hand for all his lusty thoughts of his wife. Therefore, he slipped away when he could, to find himself a quiet spot, thinking everyone would be better off if he could only reduce a bit of tension.
He couldn’t do much about their current circumstances, nor the travesty hanging over their heads, but there was something he could do to relieve a bit of stress—or, at the very least, settle the beast in his breeches.
Devil take him, he wanted naught more than to drag his new wife into these woods and consummate their vows at long last, but this was not the time for that.
Moreover, he should have enough bloody sense not to choke his cock alone in these woods, with his travel companions not more than twenty yards away and a wolfhound sniffing at his heels. But evidently, he didn’t, and there was only one small comfort he could embrace—that he was still human enough to have a man’s desires, even amidst the chaos surrounding them. But it was a youth’s appetite he enjoyed of late, and this was nothing to crow about. He was a besotted auld fool, whose modicum of good sense now faltered whenever faced with his beautiful, willful bride.
Such as it was, Cael couldn’t even begin to conceive why it was that he was compelled to make excuses in broad daylight, or why he thence put his back against a tree, or why he then unlaced his trews, or pulled out his cock—only to piss, he reasoned. But that wasn’t true, because he stood there with the beast in his hand a moment too long, and then he stroked himself a few times for good measure, moaning with pleasure over the feel of the hot, tight flesh in his hands.
But there was that bloody hound, with its bright wolflike eyes fixed upon him…
Still, intent upon his pleasure, he shut his eyes, envisioning Rhiannon’s face—not the way she appeared tonight, with that mile-long scowl—the way she oft looked when she trounced him at a game of Queen’s Chess, her soft, sultry lips curved ever so slightly with that beauteous smile, and her steel, blue eyes glinting with bravado…
The dog whined and Cael opened his eyes.
“Truly? Are you going to do this to me?” he inquired of the wolfhound. “I allowed you to come along, and I fed you.”
Scowling at the dog, he once again tested his own bravado, stroking himself a few more times, his skin hot and engorged. But the dog whined yet again, and his manhood wilted in his hand. Finally, he let his hand fall away, and growled at the dog, nonsensical as the gesture should be.
Shaking his head, still half mad with lust, and completely unsatisfied, he tugged up his breeches and laced up his trews. “Bloody hell,” he said, scowling at the hound. “I thought you were supposed to be man’s best friend. God’s truth, you’re no friend to me!”
The dog whined pitifully, and Cael bade him to follow with a snap of his fingers. Together, man and dog started back in the direction of their camp.
Evidently contented with the outcome, the animal scampered up beside him, wagging its tail, and peering up at Cael with an unmistakable look of admiration. And, despite himself, it melted his heart precisely as it had when he’d first tried to shoo it away after leaving Blackwood.
God only knew, the rest of the pack had been pleased enough to run free, and Cael knew that they would eventually return home, as they always did after a hunt; hopefully not before Morwen departed. Clearly, this one had a soft spot for Cael, as he did for it. He was getting soft in his old age.
With a sigh, he reached down to scruff the animal’s thick fur. “Mayhap you can find a way to soften your lady’s mood,” he conspired with the animal. “It’s the least you can do.”

LONG BEFORE THERE WERE GRIMOIRES, or even words for that matter, the hud simply was. Therefore, even despite lacking a true grimoire, there was no spell Rhiannon shouldn’t be able to cast, given the will to do it.
Even before her mother had clapped her in irons, she’d already begun to understand this experientially: that spells didn’t require words, nor did they necessitate herbs or rites. Rather, all these things only helped the caster cast: words for focus, herbs to facilitate manipulation of the elements, rites to channel the energy of the hud, and to honor the Mother Goddess by whose grace all things were made possible.
Essentially, all things were summoned or banished, created or destroyed, transformed or reformed. And while it might seem there should be many, many nuances, or that, by virtue of these differences, it left too much to be explored, she had also come to know that all spells essentially belonged to the same two classifications, and that each had a genesis in either acceptance or denial. Therefore, if one viewed the world under these simpler terms, it was easier to channel the proper energy for a given spell.
Fundamentally, belief opened up all possibility, and emotion was the energy’s source.
So, then, theoretically, she shouldn’t even need to know what was possible in casting, she only needed to believe it was possible and to put heart and soul into the spell.
At least she hoped these things were true.
The time was coming soon to face Morwen—not a month from now, nor a year, but any moment…
Considering both protection spells and offense spells, she tried to open her mind and her imagination.
She only wished she could discuss such things with her sisters, because in the end, she needed their help—a truth she hadn’t ever considered before realizing how wrong she was about her role in the world.
In the meantime, she was grateful to have Marcella. The paladin was as close to a dear friend as Rhiannon had ever known, complicated though their relationship might be—and despite Marcella’s obvious affection for Cael.
And yet, truly, one could not control who they loved. Simply because Marcella held some strange affection for Cael, it didn’t mean they couldn’t be friends. Intuitively, she trusted the paladin’s word. She would never betray herself, nor her word, and no matter how she’d felt about Cael, she was still willing to put an arrow through his heart in defense of Rhiannon. This was proof of her honor.
Considering these things, Rhiannon stood checking her cinches, after returning her supplies to her satchel.
Marcella and Jack were both busy repairing the campsite, and all together they were preparing to depart.
Supper had been mean, only a bit of salted beef, and a bite of pan. Evidently, Jack had meant what he’d said, and the memory of his rebellion made her smile.
Only when Marcella had asked where the cony was, he’d shrugged and told her she must have forgotten to procure it. Then, he’d offered to go find her a proper butcher, but his tone was so acerbic that it was impossible to mistake his meaning. There wasn’t any butcher around for leagues, and neither did he intend to go searching.
For his part, Cael had made some excuse, then disappeared into the woods, perhaps to tend to his ministrations. No one dared follow him, except for that wolfhound, who, like Rhiannon, clearly longed for some attention.
What a silly fool she was, yearning for Cael’s embrace and his kisses.
How was it even possible that she was so concerned with something so ridiculous as kisses when the fate of England was now at risk? At any instant, Mordecai could descend upon them—and God help them all if it should happen to be Morwen. None of them were prepared to face her mother yet—not even Rhiannon, and certainly not Jack or Marcella. And nay, most especially not Cael. Morwen would tear out his heart sooner than she would listen to a word from his mouth.
“Rhiannon…”
She turned to find her husband emerging from the woods, with the wolfhound at his heels.
He stopped, and the dog stopped beside him, and Cael immediately buried a hand into the animal’s thick fur—as tall as it was, he barely had to stretch.
Still rather annoyed, even despite having discovered that he wasn’t so immune to her as he might like her to believe, she turned her back on him and continued repairing her saddle. “Am I supposed to forget everything you said to me at Blackwood simply because you are here?”
“Nay,” he said.
Rhiannon continued to repair her gear. “We are not aligned, you said. And what is more, you gave me every indication that if you were made to pursue, you would do your worst.”
“Aye, Rhiannon, but I also said⁠—”
“You said a lot of things,” she interrupted.
“I said I love you.”
Rhiannon stiffened.
“I truly meant it.”
Tears pricked at Rhiannon’s eyes and she daren’t turn—so easily did he melt her heart.
Nor did it help much to see a grown man traipsing about with an overgrown pup—like an endearing little boy.
No one in all her life had ever said they loved her.
Not even her sisters, because the sentiment was always understood.
“Rhiannon,” he said again, gently, and Rhiannon swallowed hard as she sensed him moving near. He reached out to touch her elbow. “I am here… because it occurred to me that, whether I live or die, I must do so for you…”
Rhiannon swallowed again, uncertain how to respond.
There wasn’t time to stand on ceremony, she realized. Death would come for them all, and much to her dismay, she had desperately feared Cael’s time had already come—only fate had intervened and given them another chance.
She couldn’t help herself. She turned to fling herself into his arms, tears burning her eyes, even as she buried her face against his gambeson.
“I thought you were dead,” she said, and he placed his arms around her, holding her close. “I thought⁠—”
“What?”
Rhiannon shook her head, not wanting to say what else she’d thought—that he’d pursued her only to return her to Blackwood… to her mother… and worse.
We are not aligned, he’d said.
Together, they stood, embracing for the longest moment, and finally, at long last, he acknowledged what Rhiannon was only thinking. “Did you believe I intended you harm? That I could speak my love for you, kiss you so passionately, then harden my heart enough to come and slay you?” She nodded brokenly, her throat too thick to speak, and he squeezed her tighter. “I suppose I did imply so much, did I not?” He laughed then, ruefully, as he smoothed the tangles from her hair. “In truth, Rhiannon, I thought I must. I considered it a matter of life or death, and yet… once I returned to face your mother… I realized then and there that there was only one good reason to die… It wasn’t for her.”
Rhiannon still couldn’t find her voice to speak, but there was so much she wished to say…
“I meant every word I said, Rhiannon. ’Tis true, though I didn’t know it until I said it; I loved you from the moment you first opened your mouth—so brave and true. But you must have suspected so much? Did you not? Why else would a grown man eschew his duties for hours on end to sit in a lady’s bower over a game he could never hope to win?”
Rhiannon choked on her laughter. It was true. He was miserable at Queen’s Chess. “I assumed you let me win,” she said with a watery laugh. “After all, you’re the commander of the King’s Rex Militum. Stratagem should come easily to you.”
He sighed heavily, as his hand continued to caress her hair. “Aye, well… I must presume our King is a poor judge of character.”
Rhiannon laughed again, and though often she would have continued to spar with him—cutting him with her words, because a sharp tongue was the only weapon she’d ever had—she embraced him fully, laying her head over the spot where his heart beat strongest.
“Rhiannon,” he said again, and this time her name sounded more like a caress.
Hapless to do aught else, she lifted her eyes to meet Cael’s, and her breath caught at the intensity of his gaze.
“Before witnesses, and before God, I have pledged you my troth,” he said. “But here, now…” His hand slid from her waist, tickling her back, appearing between them to lift her chin. “I pledge you my loyalty and my life. Where you go, I will follow. Every moment of the time we have remaining, I pledge these to you.”
Rhiannon didn’t know what to say.
There was naught in the fathomless depths of his eyes that called him a liar, and yet, she couldn’t speak those words herself. She would not choose him over all, nor risk her sisters’ lives for him. “Thank you,” she said, at a loss. And then, her husband did, what she sorely hoped he might do: He ceased with more words, lowering his mouth to hers, and thoroughly kissed her—not with the fervor of his first kiss, but tenderly, and full of promise, coaxing love words from her lips, as urgently as his hands held her.
Still, she could not say them, though she didn’t know why. The need to speak aloud what was heartfelt was nearly as potent as the burn of magik through her veins.
And still, she refrained…
“Time to go, lovers,” shouted Marcella.
Cael ended the kiss abruptly, smiling down at her.
Rhiannon felt the separation like the rending of a limb. “Little does she realize,” she quipped, scarcely aware that it sounded like a lament.
He winked at her. “We’ll remedy that,” he said, and Rhiannon shivered over the promise in his eyes.
She wanted to say that it wasn’t what she’d meant, but wasn’t it? Even now, her body thrummed where he’d touched her and… more. Deep down in her womb, she felt a desperate need to be filled. Sweet fates, her desire was as potent as Marcella’s philters.



Chapter
Twenty-Six

Arising mist obscured the forest floor—naturally, else Rhiannon would smell the manipulation.
They could barely see the full moon through the lush canopy of summer green, but the night was still bright enough to lend a modicum of light as Cael scouted the path ahead with his wolfhound by his side.
Like its master, the overlarge beast moved stealthily through the woods, padding through a pillow of composting leaves.
Jack assumed the rear of their cavalcade, Marcella’s normally amiable apprentice silent and taciturn—more and more so as the night wore on.
By now, everyone was tired, and it was a dangerous proposition to double back through these woods, effectively countervailing the lead they’d attained.
For her part, Marcella rode beside Rhiannon, tirelessly scrutinizing their surroundings, her sword at the ready should anyone emerge from the shadows.
If everything went according to plan, it was estimated they should reach Amdel’s parklands by Lauds, or thereabouts—a full seven bells in the saddle, stopping only now and again to tend to the mounts.
For the sake of their horses, the pace remained easy; even so, Rhiannon was bone-tired, and by now, her lids were heavy. Still, she found little enough to complain about, particularly considering that whatever discomfort her companions were suffering now, they were suffering it for her. Her gratitude was boundless, and her heart was full. So much had changed over these past few days.
Scarcely a week ago she’d been imprisoned, with no hope for escape. Now, she was free, and no longer alone.
In fact, not only was she surrounded by men and a woman who’d sworn vows to protect her, but she also found she rather enjoyed Marcella and her painful candor.
She enjoyed Jack, as well.
And she loved Cael, though she couldn’t seem to say it aloud.
Despite fearing the worst, he was alive and well… here, with her. And soon, very soon, she would be reunited with her sisters as well—perhaps a bit longer than anticipated, now that they were doubling back so far, but everyone had seemed to agree that this was the best laid plan.
Ellie, Seren, Rose… it won’t be long now.
Together, they would find a way to defeat Morwen.
Together, they would endure.
Had Seren already realized her destiny?
She wanted desperately to mindspeak but didn’t dare.
How strange the fates.
Her sweet sister was simply not the sort that Rhiannon would ever have imagined in such a role. Goddess knew, if there was anyone in this realm less ferocious than Seren, Rhiannon didn’t know them. She had always envisioned the Regnant as a warrior queen, more like herself, truth be told.
How wrong she had been.
And what of Rose?
Was she still the same? Prickly as a thorn, and wily as a fox—slipping away from the priory every chance she got. It was inconceivable to imagine that only five years ago, Rose had been a young girl, who’d enjoyed stealing men’s clothing. She wore them to slip into the woods to forage for herbs.
Of all her sisters, Rose had been the most like Rhiannon, and Seren and Arwyn had been most disparate—both sweet and gentle, with voices that never carried.
And then there was Elspeth—dearest Elspeth—she and her eldest sibling had locked horns so oft they both ought to have beat each other senseless.
Oh, nay, they never came to blows, but Elspeth had been equally as willful as Rhiannon, only far more self-righteous. And yet, she supposed Ellie had earned the right. She had been the one who had to defend them against Morwen.
Seeking Cael, taking comfort in his presence, her gaze traveled unerringly through the shadows, finding him tall in his saddle, looking like a venerable champion… her very own.
She couldn’t wait to introduce him to her sisters.
She wanted to assure them she was free and on the way, but daren’t mindspeak with Morwen in pursuit. Now that Rhiannon understood more about what her mother was—a Sylphkind—she realized it would be impossible to keep her from intercepting anything she put into the aether.
Nay, she decided. It was safer to keep her thoughts to herself, although, apparently, she couldn’t manage to conceal them all from Marcella. The paladin, with her limited abilities was able to glean the truth about what was lurking in her heart—else it must be a woman’s intuition. “I was right,” she said, with a little smirk in her tone. “You do love him.”
Resigned, Rhiannon gave the paladin a tentative nod, though she wasn’t even certain that Marcella could see the gesture in this inky darkness. Thankfully, Cael rode far enough ahead that he couldn’t overhear.
“It pleases me to know it,” she said. “He’s risked so much to join you, I hope you realize.”
“I do,” assured Rhiannon, although she knew he hadn’t told her everything yet, and it still annoyed her that he was keeping secrets. “Alas, you seem to know my husband better than I do,” she said, though she didn’t intend it as an accusation, and thankfully Marcella didn’t take it as one.
The paladin laughed softly. “It took me years to cut through his armor,” she said. “But never fear, I’ve no doubt he’ll tell you everything in good time. Perhaps even tonight when we are safe at Amdel?”
The tiny hairs at Rhiannon’s nape prickled—anticipation?
The thought of being alone with Cael sent a frisson down her spine—not fear precisely, but not entirely delight.
For one thing, she hadn’t the first notion how to do a woman’s duty in the bedroom. Oh, she knew how it was done, and, in fact, she’d pleasured herself a time or two in secret. She understood it could be pleasant for a woman as it was for a man. But she desperately wished to please her husband, and as bold as she liked to believe she was, she blushed like a nun merely at the thought of undressing in his presence.
Would he find her lacking?
Would he regret having embroiled himself?
After all, he didn’t have to wed her, and in truth, he was promised little for the effort. If in fact King Stephen meant to cede his crown to Duke Henry after his death, he hadn’t any reason to keep his Rex Militum, since the entire purpose of that commission—by all accounts, Rhiannon had heard—was to find and exterminate all threats to his reign. So, then, Cael might yet have to forfeit Blackwood, after all—not that she cared, mind you. Though she could certainly find it in her heart to love that pile of stones, she would be content enough to simply be with Cael, wherever that may be.
She wondered then… were they truly wed if they hadn’t yet had a first night?
Did men still have the desire to lie with a woman in the midst of war?
She considered that, and thought perhaps the answer must be yes, because she was a woman and even she thrilled over the barest possibility. Moreover, she’d heard about those women who followed troops, sometimes traveling along with them. They wouldn’t be doing that if men didn’t enjoy them, therefore the answer must be aye, but then, she frowned over the thought, wondering if Cael had ever availed himself of their services. She didn’t relish the possibility.
Something inexplicable had changed since he’d joined them—something Rhiannon couldn’t begin to construe.
It was as though she might be two people now—one, naught but a silly, blushing bride who longed for nothing more than to be touched by her lord husband. The other a dauntless soldier, ready to do battle for the sake of the realm. Neither of these two women had any likeness to the other, and somehow she was both.
And really, considering the circumstances, she shouldn’t even allow her head to be so filled with thoughts of kisses and caresses, but she couldn’t help it.
Even the steady trot of her mare left her wiggling in the saddle, and she felt like a doxy, exposed, even in full attire. No one was watching her, but she felt as though everyone one must be. She longed to ask for Marcella’s advice, but didn’t know how to broach the topic, and then it occurred to her that, normally, this might be something a maiden would ask her mother—more’s the pity, because she’d never had one.
“You speak so fondly of your mother,” Rhiannon ventured. “And yet you’ve never spoken her name.”
“Isolde,” said the paladin after a moment.
“Isolde?”
“Aye.”
“The same⁠—”
“Indeed, she is one and the same,” Marcella said, and once again she heard rather than spied Marcella’s smile.
Goddess, alive, it didn’t seem there could be any more surprises, but here was yet another.
Isolde was the old woman who’d tended them for a while at court, whilst they were still very young. She was also the same woman who’d delivered Rhiannon and her sisters to Llanthony the year King Henry died. She was the one who’d roused them from their slumber in London, and spirited them away to the Vale of Ewyas, where she’d placed them in the care of those monks. Only then, she’d gone, and they never saw her again, and Rhiannon had only assumed she had abandoned them to their misfortunes. After all, who wanted to attach themselves to five penurious young maids.
Rhiannon didn’t know what to say.
“We parted ways after an argument over your mother,” said Marcella.
Rhiannon shook her head. “So, it seems, my mother is the cause for so much discontent. I’m so sorry to hear this, Marcella. Have you seen her since, or are you still estranged?”
She sensed Marcella’s gaze, even through the darkness. Her face became visible only in glimpses as moonlight pierced the foliage. “My mother is dead,” she said. “She died a few moons after Henry died. There was a bout of leprosy at Blackwood when I was young, and despite that she was healed, she was twisted and ravaged by her illness. After she left court and deposited the five of you at Llanthony, she wasted away and died. God forbid she should ever humble herself enough to appeal to me—not in life. Though I do still see her now on occasion.”
Rhiannon blinked. “You still see her?”
Silence was her initial response, and then, Marcella asked, “’Tis odd how we can know something in our hearts, and still not know it experientially.”
“I don’t under⁠—”
“As you must know already, all things are one, living and dead. If the stars align, you might still connect with loved ones Beyond The Veil, but you must wholly believe it.”
Rhiannon considered that a moment, and then Marcella added, “If you look and listen, you’ll see signs of our departed in so many forms.”
Rhiannon wondered how Arwyn would appear—in a glorious explosion of flames, she decided with a smile. Her youngest sibling may have been gentle at heart, but she was dazzling in spirit. She found the thought comforting and tucked the knowledge away for further exploration.
“How much longer to Amdel? Do you know?”
Marcella peered up at a sliver of sky through the trees. “I would suppose by now we have passed into Darkwood, so perhaps another bell.”
Rhiannon stiffened.
“Never fear,” Marcella said, correctly reading her unease. “We are far north of the inn.”
Rhiannon shivered, although it had little to do with the evening’s damp or chill. “I have never been there, but I know enough from my sisters to know it is nowhere I wish to be.”
Marcella agreed. “No man, lest he have some death wish, ever rests at that inn.”
“My mother is the patron, did you know?”
“Of course,” said Marcella. “And I must confess I made good use of that knowledge.”
“Hunting?”
“Aye.”
Rhiannon arched a brow. “Dewinekind?”
“Nay,” said the paladin, sliding her a glance. “I know what you think, Lady Blackwood. Fortunately, ’tis been an age since dewinefolk were the sole concern of the Guard, or even the Church. Mind you, we’ve far worse enemies now, and the greatest being your mother.”
Rhiannon peered back to find Jack loitering at a distance, and she wondered how much he knew. “If you don’t mind my asking, what precisely is Jack to you?” Rhiannon asked, taking advantage of Marcella’s forthcoming mood.
“He’s only my apprentice.”
“And Cael? I know his commission is nearly the same as yours.”
“Not quite. He answers to your King. I answer to my Church.”
“Your Church,” Rhiannon mused aloud. “How odd to hear you say so, though I suppose one creed is the same as another.”
“More or less,” agreed Marcella. “Some call it prayer, others invocation. Still, these are one and the same, and how sad to know it and still find so much discord.”
“I did wonder… how came you to be a paladin?”
There was a long, long pause, and then Marcella said, “Interestingly enough, because of your mother. She charged me to spy on Matilda whilst she was still wed to the Emperor. And, of course, this was precisely the reason for the discord with my mother. She begged me not to do it, and I… well… as you know, I forsook her advice.”
“Did you do it to please my mother?”
“I did,” Marcella confessed. “I would have done anything for Morwen in those days.”
“Anything?”
Marcella didn’t immediately respond, and Rhiannon afforded her a small change in topic. “So, you said Cael came to supplicate my case to the Guard? Did he oft have business with the Church?”
“Ah, Rhiannon… there is so much I am not at liberty to say, but I suppose he did. Often, our dictums were… shall we say… very well aligned.”
“So, then, he answers to both the Guard and the Rex Militum?”
“Alas, my dear Lady Blackwood. ’Tis not so simple as that.”
“Please… call me Rhiannon. I haven’t any notion how to behave as the lady of a great house. But, at any rate, I consider you to be my friend.”
“As you wish,” said the paladin dutifully, but there, again, was a smile in her voice.
Rhiannon smiled as well, and they rode for a while longer in silence. She felt, for the moment, content. But it was important to her that Marcella understand exactly how she felt, and she wanted the paladin to understand she was at peace with her past with Cael, whatever that might be. “He cares for you, I think.”
There was no need to say who she meant.
Marcella sighed impatiently.
“May I inquire something of you?”
“Of course.”
“Do you love him still?”
“Nay, Rhiannon. I do not. Not the man he has become.”
“But I don’t under⁠—”
“Please,” Marcella interrupted, “suffice to say that not every wetted wick is worth keeping lit.”
Heat suffused Rhiannon’s cheeks, and Marcella turned to peer over her shoulder to see where Jack might be. Finding him well out of hearing range, she confessed, “Alas, your husband was not my only mistake; there is Jack as well.”
Rhiannon lifted a hand to her lips. “Sweet fates!” She giggled nervously. “Who haven’t you lain with?”
The paladin snorted. “Not you,” she jested. “Care to remedy that?”
Rhiannon’s blush burned hot. “Nay! Sweet fates! I-I did not mean that to be so disparaging… ’tis only…”
“Promiscuity is unnatural for a woman?”
Rhiannon nodded quickly.
“Alas, mon amie. A woman’s desires are not so different from a man’s. And besides…” She eyed Rhiannon’s attire. “If you wear a man’s breeches long enough, you’ll find it affords you liberties you never imagined.”
Rhiannon laughed softly, though she tugged at her leathers, and then, confessed, “You know… I… I… was wondering. I have… never lain with a man…”
The whites of Marcella’s eyes widened visibly. “Not even⁠—”
Rhiannon shook her head, embarrassed.
“I assumed⁠—”
Rhiannon shook her head again, her face burning so hot now that she was grateful for the cover of darkness.
“Oh, my,” said the paladin, and then she grinned at Rhiannon until Rhiannon could spy the whites of her teeth as well. “Well then… please allow me to do you the honor of explaining the joys of congress.”
And then she did. And out of everything Rhiannon had heard so far, this was the most shocking of revelations—not because she didn’t already know what should transpire between a man and woman, but because there were so many ways to accomplish the task.



Chapter
Twenty-Seven

Late, late into the night, as a misty rain began to drizzle down, Rhiannon found herself struggling in the saddle.
Pulling her woolen cloak more tightly about herself, she donned the hood as well, tugging it down over her face.
Compelled to despite her resolve, her eyes closed of their own accord, and not even the dampness soaking through her cloak was enough discomfort to keep her from teetering in the saddle.
Forsooth. If her mother should appear right now, she would be ill-suited to do aught more than fall at her feet, face down in the muck—like King Stephen.
How embarrassed he must have been—the sovereign of England with a gob full of mud.
Rhiannon might have enjoyed seeing that—though not more than she would have enjoyed the sight of his sour-faced wife lying there beside him.
Deliriously, she thought, “That’s not very nice, Rhiannon.” The poor lady is already dead. But then again, because that was so, she already had a gob full of muck, now didn’t she?
That wasn’t Rhiannon’s fault.
Half insensate, Rhiannon seized a handful of her horse’s mane only to help steady herself, refusing to complain. If everyone else could endure so long, so, too, must she.
“Just a little further,” she coaxed herself.
Like a black-clad guardian angel, Cael appeared by her side. With barely any effort, he plucked her from her saddle, dragging her into his arms, where he tucked her against him and said, “Rest, my love.”
My love…
My love…
Was she really his love?
Could one truly love despite being aligned elsewhere? Every day of her confinement, he had reminded her of the debt he owed her mother. And more… that he’d desired everything Morwen desired—most importantly, an end to the regime that answered to an unscrupulous Empire. Betimes he spoke as though he had a personal grievance against the Church, and Rhiannon oft wondered why.
He wasn’t a dewine—never the hunted, always the hunter! He was an executioner, a man to be feared. And yet… Rhiannon didn’t fear him, and she never had.
Aside from those first few months that he’d kept her in the tower, Cael d’Lucy had never once mistreated her.
Even then, he’d come to keep her company, talking with her for hours, standing outside her gaol, even without a chair. Conversely, at least Rhiannon had had a cot to sit on, and betimes whenever she’d wept, he’d opened her cell and come to sit by her side, gently wiping the tears from her cheeks. She’d known then that, deep down, where it mattered, Cael d’Lucy’s heart was good. In fact, before her mother had delivered the shackles, she might easily have found a way to escape, still she never tried.
Why?
Because of him.
It wasn’t only because she’d had a vision of their fates. Admittedly, some small part of her had lived for each moment when he’d come to console her.
In the beginning, she’d believed it was pity that compelled him—pity for her affliction, pity for her circumstances.
The child in her had clamored for some simple human connection, and the woman in her had laid her tear-stained cheeks in the crook of his neck and inhaled the very masculine scent of him—a scent that to Rhiannon had been oddly familiar, though she’d never met Cael before that day, fresh from her tumbril.
Nay, he would never hurt her.
She sensed that truth deep in her soul.
Somehow, she’d always trusted that Cael would defend her, despite everything.
She felt his chest expand with a contented sigh as he pulled the edge of the cloak over her face, taking care to keep the rain from her, and Rhiannon lost the battle to stay awake. They’d been traveling too long now, with her nerves on edge, and now that she was in her husband’s arms, she hadn’t any spirit left to muster. Closing her eyes, she rested her cheek against his leathered chest, and slept like a newborn babe. When she reopened her eyes again, the first blushing of morning light had begun to unfurl.
“Wake up,” said Cael. “Rhiannon!”
Her head shot up, as she heard bellowing.
The morning sky was a watery rose as they ventured onto Amdel’s parklands, and though the rain had stopped, the entire landscape was a muddy brown.
Looking far more like a pile of stones against the dusky horizon, Amdel castle lay shrouded in a thick morning mist, its aura black as pitch.
“Tell him to come out, treat like a man!” shouted one of two fellows standing in the middle of a muddy field—one mounted, one not.
The one doing the bargaining stood, arms akimbo.
Reining in their mounts, the entire cavalcade stopped to assess the situation.
Rubbing the sleep from her eyes, Rhiannon righted herself in the saddle.
Marcella patted her mare’s neck, whispering gently to the beast to keep her calm.
Jack reined in as well, tightening the lead rope to Rhiannon’s riderless horse, bringing it close.
Even the wolfhound stood silent, perhaps evaluating the level of danger. Although Rhiannon half expected the animal to growl or to leap at the pair of warriors standing in a watery field, he remained close by their side.
Before them, Amdel Castle rose from rich, black loam, looking like a debased tomb, with its half-finished stone wall nearly gone to rubble.
It was, as though, she thought… the lord of this place had begun to construct a bastion, only to be thwarted by his coffers, or perhaps even a king’s mandate.
There were many adulterine castles built after King Henry’s death—over a thousand, so she’d heard. So long as their lords bent the knee, the Usurper had allowed many to remain, far too many, his barons would say.
Only naturally, Stephen would respect a man who took what he wanted per force. After all, hadn’t he done the same?
Still, it was impossible to say if this castle might be among the ones he did not approve. For whatever reason, the construction had been forestalled long, long ago. And even so, its aura gave Rhiannon the distinct impression that it had only been recently abandoned. It filled her with a strange sense of presentiment. Even the air itself held the faintest whiff of death. But she sensed heart flames within, so the castle wasn’t entirely abandoned. More proof of that stood upon the parapet… one man with arms akimbo, though Rhiannon could spy others hidden behind the meutriers, bows knocked and arrows ready to loose.
“He’ll not treat with the likes of you!” he shouted. “Get ye gone, else we’ll loose another volley!”
The two men standing before the barbican stood far enough away that the first round of missiles had embedded themselves harmlessly at their feet. At least half a dozen stood planted in the sodden ground.
“Cael?” said Marcella. “I believe that’s…
“Giles,” he said.
Rhiannon perked over hearing that name.
Her sister’s husband?
What were the odds?
Small, in truth, lest the fates be bound.
Rhiannon recognized him as well, despite that she’d only seen him once in a vision—more than four years ago when he’d first encountered her sister en route to Aldergh… before their mother placed her in shackles.
“God’s bones,” said Cael. “It is him.”
So far, neither man on the ground had any sense of their presence, so preoccupied were they with the soldiers on the wall. And yet, the man on the wall did note them. His hands fell from his hips, and he retreated a few steps, then returned. Rhiannon could see the color of fear rising in his aura, even from this distance—brown as the loamy fields stretching before the castle.
“I must speak to him,” said Rhiannon, as she rushed to dismount.
“Nay,” said Cael, restraining her with a hand to her breast.
“Please!” she begged.
“Nay,” he said, and before she could protest, Rhiannon suffered another vision—the first since removing her shackles. The intensity of it dizzied her, and any complaint she might have uttered died in her throat. It was no more than a fleeting glance, but when it was gone, she suddenly understood… and swallowed, hard.
This was the place…
Here.
This was where they would face Morwen—this monstrosity of construction, with its melancholy spirit and cadaverous stench.
“I’ll go,” offered Jack.
“Nay,” said Marcella. “I will go.”
And before anyone could stop her, she spurred her mount ahead, covering the distance quickly, her dark hair sweeping her back as she shouted in greeting.
“Hail, brother!” she said, waving in greeting.
Both men spun about, drawing swords. Giles froze when he saw her—thank God. They were far enough away that no one could intervene if he meant to cut her down.
To everyone’s relief, both men re-sheathed their weapons, and Marcella stood speaking to them a long moment, then she waved the rest of them forward as she dismounted.
Jack complied at once.
Only Cael hesitated. “Until I know what they’re doing here, say nothing, Rhiannon.”
“He’s my brother by law,” she argued. “Why would you believe he would do me harm?”
Silence was Cael’s response, but he nudged his destrier forward.
Rhiannon persisted. “We are en route to Warkworth, where you wouldst seek the man’s aid. Why does it matter where he is? Inexplicably, he’s here, when we need him most. I call it a gift from the Goddess.”
“Rather convenient, don’t you think?”
“She works in mysterious ways,” apprised Rhiannon.
“Aye well, you’d do well to remember that your mother is a child of the Goddess, as well.”
No doubt that was true, but Rhiannon also had dewine blood in her veins. She spoke her true heart and found lies distasteful. No one knew this more than Cael.
How many times had he begged her to pretend? All Rhiannon ever had to do was to marry him and bow to her mother, and never could she allow herself to do so.
In all her life she’d only spoken one lie—one—and that was the night she’d convinced Elspeth to escape Llanthony. She’d told all her sisters that she’d envisaged the future and that Cael would never have her. But even then, she’d known that wasn’t true. The lord of Blackwood would have wed himself to a leper for the promise of Wales.
In part, Rhiannon had lied because she knew it was her sister’s destiny to wed Malcom Scott, but there was yet another reason she’d done so: Some part of her woman’s heart had admired Lord Blackwood even then.
He was her soul’s mate.
Even now, she longed for his kisses.
De Vere,” he said in greeting as they approached the gathering in the muddy field.
“D’Lucy,” answered Giles with a half-hearted smile.
Clearly, they knew each other well enough to use given names. But then, again, why shouldn’t they be well acquainted? They were cohorts, after all.
Only the bigger man seemed utterly confused. “What goes here?” he said.
All the while they approached, Giles de Vere had locked gazes with Rhiannon and then seemed unwilling or unable to take his eyes off her. Sensing he recognized the familial resemblance, Rhiannon dared to mindspeak.
“My lord Warkworth, we meet at last.”
“Giles?”
Giles De Vere blinked, peering up at Marcella, and shaking his head, and Rhiannon understood that he must be confused by the voice in his head, although not entirely surprised.
For a moment, he tore his gaze away from Rhiannon, perhaps doubting his sanity. He nodded toward the castle. “Eustace is inside,” he said.
“The King’s son?”
Giles nodded. “So, his men have said.”
The bigger man spoke now, his brow creased more with anger than concern. “I’ll warrant the sorry bastard knows I’m ready to break his neck.”
Giles cut the bigger man a quelling glance, then beamed at the young paladin in their company. “Jack,” he said warmly, and suddenly the bigger man’s face erupted with a grin.
“Jack!” he exclaimed as he rushed to the young man’s side, reaching up to offer a hand in greeting.
Jack grinned. “Thought ye were rid o’ me, di’ ye?”
“You’ve grown whiskers,” the bigger man said, rubbing his own face. “I scarcely recognized you.” And then he tugged Jack down from the saddle, as though he were just a wee boy, dragging the apprentice into his burly arms, then clapping him hard on the back. He said fondly, “’Tis been too long!”
For his part, Jack could scarcely respond for the force of the hug. “You’ll be the death of me yet, if you don’t release me, old man,” he complained.
The giant released him, and Giles said at large, though he once again settled his gaze upon Rhiannon, “This is my brother, Wilhelm Fitz Richard.”
Rhiannon’s gaze shifted to the brother, realizing only belatedly that she was face to face with not one, but two of her sisters’ champions. Wilhelm was Seren’s husband.
“So, what’s it going to be?” shouted the man on the parapet, rudely interrupting their reunion. “Will you leave peaceably, or must we fill you with holes?”
Brave words, said with less conviction than he’d spoken only moments before, but his warning effectively cut their greetings short. Whatever more need be said must wait until they dealt with the rogue prince and the adulterine castle he’d squatted upon.
Giles offered them a quick detail: They’d tracked Eustace to Amdel, after chasing him from Bury St. Edmunds. According to his men—those on the parapet—he was inside now, though he’d yet to show his face.
“How many are there?”
“No more than four on the parapet,” said Giles. “No telling how many more within, but evidently they aren’t concerned enough by our presence to provide a show of force.”
“’Tis been these same four men on that wall,” explained Wilhelm. “Only one of them speaking for the rest.”
“There’s only one inside,” said Rhiannon.
Every pair of eyes slid to her, where she sat before Cael in the saddle.
“How can you know?” asked Wilhelm.
Rhiannon’s eyes met Wilhelm’s and she held his gaze. “Because… I feel his heart flame.”
The behemoth narrowed his eyes.
Undaunted, she continued. “There are four on the ramparts, one elsewhere on the premises, and I presume he must be hiding inside the keep.”
“Like as not drunk and lamenting his fate,” agreed Giles.
“Quite likely,” agreed Marcella. “We heard the cur was dispossessed and that Stephen intends to cede his throne to Duke Henry.”
Giles nodded affirmation. “Indeed, that’s the plan,” he said. “However, after I left, Eustace accused his father of ruining his life. He took a contingent of his own men—more than he has here, I presume, but I believe he lost them all after looting Bury St. Edmunds.”
“Idiots,” said Cael.
“Anyone of note on the ramparts?” asked Marcella.
Giles shook his head. “I don’t believe so.” He shook his head again. “Only a handful of dafties who believe the King’s son has some chance with Morwen’s intervention.”
A prickle of fear raced down Rhiannon’s spine at the mention of her mother. Instinctively, she peered up at the skies, searching for ravens. None were yet to be found.
And yet, even so, she understood with conviction that there were no coincidences. The Mother Goddess provided, if only one listened, and there must be some reason Wilhelm and Giles were already here.
There was a good reason they’d happened upon the King’s son as well.
Whether or not they were aligned, their fates certainly were.
“We’re pleased to see you,” said Giles. “Now mayhap, we’ll root out the bastard and set off to Warkworth together.”
“We won’t be traveling on to Warkworth,” said Rhiannon. “I’m afraid this is where we must make our stand.”
“Impossible!” declared Marcella.
“We haven’t the men or resources,” said Giles. “Warkworth is where they will send reinforcements.”
“What goes here?” asked Wilhelm, frowning, perhaps slow to realize who Rhiannon was, since they had never laid eyes upon each other before now.
Rhiannon closed her eyes, inhaling a breath, communing with the aether, if
only to be certain. When she opened her eyes again, she was sure and she met Marcella’s gaze, pleading with the paladin to keep faith. Out of everyone standing here, Marcella was the one person who might fully understand. “And nevertheless, this is where we must remain,” she said.
“God’s bones!” erupted Wilhelm. “Who the hell is this woman to tell us what to do?”
Very somberly, Giles clapped a hand to his brother’s shoulder, and said, “You of all people… can’t you see the familial resemblance? She’s Rhiannon Pendragon.”



Chapter
Twenty-Eight

Like Warkworth, so many new castles were being designed with an eye toward safeguarding against fire. The brothers had learned the hard way how devastating such a happenstance could be. Five years ago, at Morwen’s behest, Warkworth was put to the torch, on the command of the man who now lay hidden within this very fortress.
It was Wilhelm Fitz Richard who proposed sending a few, well-placed missiles onto the ramparts— “An eye for an eye,” he said. Positioned right, those arrows could very well ignite the entire edifice, especially if those dull wits atop the barbican were keeping barrels of pitch over the gates, ready to boil and turn. If those should happen to catch fire, the parapet would ignite and burn swiftly.
As with Warkworth, there were two curtain walls, one defending an already compromised outer bailey and a smaller, stone wall surrounding the keep.
Only part of the outer wall was made of stone, and the wood they’d used to bolster it was dry and ready to burn, even despite the deluge they’d received last night.
Additionally, the ground, though puddled, was baked, signifying an overall lack of rain.
All things considered, they decided it would be simple enough to take out the outer wall without compromising the inner wall. Worst case, if the arrows didn’t catch, they would create a suitable distraction, and Giles and Wilhelm could approach the gates to set fire to the doors.
Rhiannon thought it was a terrible plan, even if it was the only one they had. There was simply no way to know if there were barrels of pitch stored up on the ramparts, much less be sure where to find them. Simply because they employed such tactics at Warkworth did not mean the lord of this demesne would know to do the same. Clearly, though Beauchamp had had plans for his castle, he hadn’t found the funds to complete it, much less defend it.
There were but four men, though unless they caught a pitch barrel, the flames could be easily extinguished, and quickly.
Moreover, they could run a torch to the gate and set it to burn, but only if they could get close enough for long enough to nurture a blaze, without acquiring an arrow through the skull. In the end, there was naught to ensure those flames would catch in time.
Frowning as the men prepared arrows, Rhiannon stared at the castle, a feeling of intense unease growing inside her.
Time was of the essence…
They must breach these walls and get within to fortify the castle’s defenses, but not at the expense of anyone’s lives—at least none of their side.
They had only six altogether, and on the other hand, Morwen had an entire army ready and willing to die for her cause.
Peering up, she spied a lone bird circling overhead—a reminder of how little time was left to be wasted.
Panic welled within her as everyone prepared to engage.
“Is there any reason you might wish to recruit any of those bowmen?” she asked, referring to the men inside.
Marcella shook her head adamantly. “Nay,” she said. “Those idiots would betray us.”
Giles added, “I agree; if anything, they’ll be emboldened by the witch’s presence.”
“Let’s burn them all,” declared Wilhelm.
Rhiannon swallowed her fear, knowing intuitively that the moment they’d all dreaded had arrived.
So, it seemed, they would face her mother, with very few supplies, no soldiers to speak of. Their chances seemed grim, and it was imperative they enter the fortification as quickly as possible to begin warding the premises and to search for more supplies.
Unfortunately, without the grimoire, her efforts would be entirely instinctual, and there was no surety any of it would work. No matter that she liked to imagine herself a powerful dewine, she was as much a novice as her sisters.
But this much gave her hope: Now was the moment she had prepared for her entire life.
Now was the time she would be tested.
This, indeed, was the reason she had defied Elspeth at every turn, because Rhiannon had always known this moment was fated. She might not be Regnant, in truth, but she could not allow her grandmother’s gifts to lie fallow.
At any rate, Seren was not here, neither was Ellie, nor Rose. As she had always feared it would be, Rhiannon was the one who must rise to the occasion.
“So be it,” she said, and without further ado, before anyone could make her reconsider, she cast her thoughts in the direction of the ramparts and summoned a flame—not the same sort of flame as witchfire, but the conflagration was sudden and fierce. The gate erupted first, sending its torrent along the outer wall—the pier and beam floors, all the wooden accoutrements, as well as the gate itself. The edifice lit like a peat-covered torch.
Shouts resounded within. Men screamed as they burned, two cast themselves over the parapet, into an empty motte. The others shouted like banshees until they were consumed.
“Goddess alive!” exclaimed Marcella, with the firelight reflected in the pupils of her eyes. “Like mother, like daughter,” she said, although there wasn’t any indication of condemnation in her tone; rather, there was admiration.
“Bloody hell,” said Giles.
Her husband said nothing, though his gaze traveled slowly from Rhiannon to the castle and then back.
Rhiannon averted her gaze, unwilling to look into his eyes, lest she spy contempt or revulsion for the sin she’d just committed against life. No doubt the Goddess would require she atone for those lives. Threefold their deaths would return to haunt her. And Cael… he might, indeed, say he understood, and he might have once aligned himself with her mother, but she had lived too many years spying revulsion and fear in the eyes of others. It was one thing to know what she was, and another to witness it.
Simply because she must, she hardened her heart.
This was war, she told herself, and those men on the parapet had cast in their lot with Morwen.
It was only Jack she was concerned about now, remembering only belatedly that he had been a witness to his father’s demise. The young man stood, staring into the raging flames, his face pallid and his blue eyes wide as saucers. He grimaced as the last of the bowmen cast himself over the wall.
“Blast and damn,” said Wilhelm, with a note of exultation.
Alas, Rhiannon daren’t look directly into anyone’s eyes. She watched the ramparts burn until every inch of wood was consumed and then finally extinguished. It happened swiftly, like a pile of old dry leaves put to a flame.
“Remind me to never anger you,” jested Cael, and Rhiannon felt the heat of his gaze. Even so, she daren’t face him—not yet… because… she didn’t want anyone to see the uncertainty that must be emblazoned upon her face.
Uncertainty was weakness.
This was no time to be weak.
And worse—she must confess—there was a hint of rapture in her heart. She might not be too proud to have ended those lives, and yet… and yet… she had, indeed, thrilled over the return of her magik—the song in her veins longing to be sung. Even now, her body thrummed with energy and the hair on her head stood on end as she thought about her mother. I will end you, she thought silently.
I promised retribution, and I will give it.
Finally, at last, she would put an end to the woman who gave her life. Her mind whirring with thoughts of vengeance, she stood back and watched as the gate was completely consumed, leaving only a dark smoldering crater in a blackened wall.
When the smoke cleared, altogether they mounted their horses, and one after the other, marched into the castle, as that same, white-necked raven soared overhead.



Chapter
Twenty-Nine

Fierce and beautiful.
His wife reminded him of the warrior queen Boudicca. Although she was long gone before his time, his father used to recount her tale to him as a boy: A noblewoman by birth, her lands were seized by the Romans. She and her daughters were flogged and defiled. In retribution, Boudicca raised an army and crossed the nation to challenge the governor in Anglesey, putting to shame the hearts of men who’d so willingly prostrated themselves for greed. Hers was the voice in his ear that had given him so much ambivalence throughout his life—on the one hand enjoying the fruits of his associations with Rome. On the other, shamed by the demise of the Old Ways.
Seduced by power and gold, he was as responsible as any, and for so long, he’d been a man confused; today he was not.
He was fiercely proud of his Welsh bride.
She was wise beyond her years and ruthless as she must be to deal with the Witch Queen.
Standing there, with her deep, copper hair and her bright blue eyes, she’d cast a judgment upon the Prince and his men, ending all discourse over their fates as swiftly and easily as one doused a candle’s flame.
God only knew, he pitied those men their final moments, even as he understood it was the right thing to do.
Wilhelm Fitz Richard was right. Given the opportunity, they would have aided and abetted Morwen in the coming battle; this was no time for mercy.
Familial pride lifted his shoulders as he cantered up alongside Rhiannon, waiting patiently as she refused to meet his gaze. Finally, when she dared to look at him, her eyes were bright with unshed tears.
Clearly, she wasn’t so hard-hearted as she wanted people to believe—fortunately for him, else she would never have come to love him. Only now he knew she did, despite that she’d yet to say those three precious little words.
“You did what you had to do,” he told her gently. “They would have proven to be disadvantages. I know how difficult it is to resist your mother’s call.”
“And yet… you did?” She furrowed her brows. “Did you not?”
The breath caught in his lungs. How to properly address this—and should he do it right now?
“Alas, I must confess, even now ’tis not so easily done.”
“I see,” she said, with a note of discord, her voice turning icy. “So, then, what keeps you by my side, Lord Blackwood?”
Love, he thought.
Pure and simple.
Love so impassioned, he longed to fall to his knees and kiss her feet. “I spoke true. I’m here for you.”
He recognized the storm brewing in her eyes.
It raged within him as well.
“What now if she tests you? Who wins?”
Even through her sarcasm, he heard uncertainty in her voice and it was nearly his undoing.
What, indeed, would he do?
It was an honest question and deserving of an honest answer, but Cael frowned, averting his gaze, because he didn’t know how to reply.
In the end, defying Morwen could cost him his life—or, at the very least, his soul.
And yet, did he still have a soul in his body?
How did one extricate the essence of one’s being and wholly unite it again? After all, one did not simply dismantle a dog as one did a plough.
Admittedly, he oft felt cold inside—ravaged, wasted, little remaining but an empty carcass.
Were it not for one thing… this small thing… he might think himself already spent. That one small thing was the spark of his heart flame reignited by Rhiannon—and would that be enough when faced with the end, as it naturally must come?
Would he truly be strong enough to die for what he loved… this time?
Alas, though he had the reliquaries in his possession, he was still ignorant of their power, and if Morwen should wield them against him, would his resolve crumple like a decrepit auld cairn?
When it mattered most, would he choose love over life?
Or life over love?
Cael liked to believe he had a definitive answer…
But did he?
Truly?
It was easy enough to speak what he knew in his heart to be the right and honorable thing to do under these circumstances, but would he act upon his words?
And this was the thing that haunted him most… all those many moons ago, when Nesta begged him to allow her to sacrifice herself to save his life… he’d let her.
Instead, he should have denied her and allowed her to live out her life in peace… without him. He should have closed his eyes evermore, and let it be so.
But nay, he had not. He’d given her assent.
Delirious or nay, he’d made a choice. And perhaps he’d hoped it wouldn’t cost her life, but she did say it would, had she not?
Only speak the word, and I shall gift you my life!
Aye, he had said, and so she had… and here he was.
And then, when he’d sworn to honor her memory forever, what had he gone and done? He promptly forgot her and gave his heart to another.
He’d given it to Rhiannon.
But… was he truly capable of the selfless love Nesta had displayed? Or, when push came to shove, would he betray his own heart? And this time, if he failed, he’d never find comfort in vengeance…
This time if he failed, he would long for death.
They breached the gate without contest and Rhiannon averted her gaze.
“Forgive me,” he begged.
“For what?”
“For everything I have done,” he said, and once again, his wife dared to look at him, her demeanor hardened again.
“What about for the things you did not do?” she asked, and gone was the soft, sweet young woman who’d slept so peacefully in his arms.
Cael swallowed, tormented.
Why, indeed, had he not set her free?
Because he was afraid she would leave.
Because he was afraid to die.
Because he was a greedy bastard intent on revenge.
More than anything, he longed to pull her into his arms, and kiss her desperately, tell her again and again that he loved her—as he knew, he should have long ago.
She was, he feared, much like a cat, nearly gone feral—one instant curious and longing, the next ferocious and distant. “Ask me no promises, I’ll give you no lies,” she said, tossing his own words back at him. God’s truth, it was nothing less than he should expect from the defiant woman he’d come to know and adore. And nevertheless, it struck him a doubly painful blow, because, in truth, he didn’t deserve anyone’s forgiveness, much less hers.
Nor was he entirely certain he would ever earn it.
In the end, he decided, this was not the time for a heartfelt discussion, not with so many curious ears. So, he let it go, leaving her question to linger between them.
What now if she tests you?



Chapter
Thirty

Dismounting in the courtyard, the entire entourage approached the keep together.
No groomsmen came running, nor did any sign of life catch anyone’s eye, save for one lone cock pecking about a garner.
Cael commanded the wolfhound to stay, and the solemn beast lay down beside the horses to wait.
Inside the castle, it was equally as dismal.
Amdel’s hall was dark, its walls covered with smoke-stained, sagging tapestries. The sour scent of spoilt rushes made Cael’s nostrils flare as their boots clicked along rough stone tile. Following the light of a lone, flickering torch illuminating the recesses of the great hall, they entered to the resounding boom of a clap. Thunderous against the silence, it cut through the room, echoing harshly against bare stone walls.
Clap. Clap. Clap.
There, they discovered the brat prince seated atop the lord’s dais, hunkered down in his chair, drunk and belligerent, his eyes bloodshot and angry as he glared at both Warkworth brothers, leading the way into the hall. “Lauds!” he shouted. “Lauds!” And then he laughed maniacally. “Shall we toast to your perseverance, my lords?” He clapped again, and this time the sound was hysterical.
“Guards!” he called. “To me! To me!” But no one came.
No. One. Came.
The hall remained empty of footfalls, except for their own, until all who were present came to a wary halt before the littered dais.
The Warkworth brothers immediately moved to one side, Jack and Marcella to the other, just in case Eustace attempted to run, though he scarcely wiggled a toe. In fact, his gaze followed Giles and Wilhelm as he sank further into his chair, and said, wiggling a cup, “Drinks, anyone?”
“You’re a sot,” said Giles.
“And you, my lord de Vere! You’re but a lackey, though you believe you’re a very wise man. My auntie Matilda keeps you by the short hairs of your cock.”
Giles unsheathed his sword.
Cael knew the brothers longed to silence him forever for his sins against Warkworth, and, in truth, he would like to hand them both a torch. The King’s son was a waste of human flesh—a bag of bones with no redeeming qualities aside from the potential enrichment of good soil.
“You’re all so pathetic!” said Eustace. “Look at you!” He laughed, and then, his gaze fell upon Rhiannon, his eyes narrowing as he scoffed, “At long last! The proud, prodigal daughter emerges. Has anyone ever told you that you look precisely like your mother, dear? Alas, I warrant you’ve not half the wits she has. Too bad.”
Smiling thinly, he then turned to Cael, and said, “And you! Traitor! Your lips speak words—” He made a kneading motion with his hands to simulate froth at his mouth. “But ’tis little more than scum of the mouth. You are no better than Morwen’s ungrateful daughters. Oh, but I warrant she’ll see you pay for your faithlessness—every one of you!”
He pointed to each of them in turn, stabbing at the air. “You. And you. And you. And you. You. And you!”
His gaze returned to Rhiannon then, and he said, “There’s nothing you can do to stop her, witchling!”
It was Marcella who spoke next, her voice resounding throughout the empty hall. “And yet, Prince Eustace, ’tis you who sits alone in the shadows of an abandoned castle, drowning your sorrows with sour vin! I warrant ’tis you who is the fool—you and those poor dafties who were stupid enough to follow a worthless, would-be king.”
Eustace’s gaze shot to Marcella, his gray eyes burning with loathing. “I may yet show you how ineffectual I am, you black-eyed cunt.” His hand moved to grasp the area of his genitals, and he squeezed furiously.
Marcella drew her sword and rushed the dais. Cael intercepted her, throwing an arm about her waist and drawing her back to a safer distance, even as the brothers advanced upon the dais.
“You’ll die poorly,” promised Marcella, even as she allowed herself to be restrained.
“Not yet,” said Cael. “As it stands, he’s one more bargaining chip in our favor. We’ll make good use of him. Seize him,” he said to the Warkworth brothers, and both men rushed the lord’s chair, dragging the prince up by his skinny arms.
No more than a lanky boy, he stumbled as they tossed him roughly toward the steps. But, emboldened by the realization that he would be spared—for the moment—the relief in his eyes was evident. His gaze narrowed malevolently. “You haven’t the first hope to defeat her!” he screamed. “Hail the Witch Goddess!”
And then he roared, “England will fall, and then rise again from its ashes! ’Tis I who will rule in the end! Damned be my father and to hell with Duke Henry!”
“You’re a fool,” said Rhiannon. “My mother will give you nothing. She’ll take whatsoever she pleases, including your seat on the throne, and in the end, no one will remember your name.”
Cael frowned at the disheveled prince being led off the dais, feeling a twinge of regret for what they were forced to do, if only in part because the lad was the same age his own son had been when Uther murdered him. “I’m certain Beauchamp kept an oubliette,” he suggested. “Find it and put the prince there.”
“Gladly!” said Wilhelm.
“He’s all yours when the time is right,” said Giles. “Don’t harm him yet.”
“Guard him as though your life depends upon it,” added Marcella.
“Because it does,” agreed Cael.
Once the prince was led from the hall, the remainder of the party dispersed, Giles to search for supplies and Cael to look for signs of life.
Rhiannon and Marcella worked together to safeguard the castle with warding spells and the remainder of Marcella’s philters. But the castle was a poor refuge as it stood.
The outer gate was destroyed.
The ramparts were still smoldering.
Whatever protection the outer bailey had afforded them, it was gone.
Alas, there wasn’t time to rebuild. Between now and such time as Morwen descended upon them—whenever that might be—they must find some way to secure the stronghold as best they could. Unfortunately, the prospects were grim—two women, one dog and four men against whatever army Morwen was rousing. Consequently, before setting out to inspect the grounds, Cael did something he hadn’t done since his time in the monastery. He searched for and found Amdel’s chapel—hidden as it was at the back of the bailey behind a savage little garden. He shoved open the door, revealing a dusty and cobwebbed interior, and made his way down the aisle toward the nave. Then, he knelt before the altar and prayed.

“LIKE A HELL-BROTH BOIL AND BUBBLE.”
Macbeth, William Shakespeare
Our reunion is bittersweet. In your belly, swollen with promise, I made the tricksy fae. Within your bowels I wrought the future. With your brew I’ll change the fates.
Very soon, when the light of this world has been doused like the flames of a hundred thousand dying stars… here, I’ll remain. “With you, my sweet…”
D’Lucy will pay.
Rhiannon will pay.
Stephen will pay.
The years have been long, and my body left wanting—too long without a lover’s touch.
The last I had in my bed was no more than a selfish little twat with dreams of wearing his father’s crown.
“Marcella,” I hiss. You’ll pay most of all, because you knew me when my heart was tender with pain… because when I revealed unto you the deepest, darkest place in my soul, still you held me and sang to me in the crook of your arm. “Deceiving little witch.”
How easily you plotted and schemed to steal away my daughter. How easily you betray me.
“Fire burn and caldron bubble,” I say, coaxing a flame about the fertile belly of my grail. And then, for a moment, I watch, fiddling with my ring. After a moment, I open the hidden compartment, then turn the contents into the kettle: Newts. Moon snails. A touch of human remnants. A pinch of bloodroot and hemlock, only for good measure.
Stirring the pot with the tempest of my thoughts, I stand and stare into the silvery solution, once again mourning the loss of my scrying stone—that heirloom of my destruction that was stolen from me, along with my cauldron and my children. I suffered Taliesin to live and he repaid me by conspiring with my enemies.
Creirwy, you fool. Did you believe there would be no reckoning? Did you not know I’d suck the breath from your lungs? Did you think I would allow you to grow old and die here in this wretched pile of stones, keeping from me my grimoire and my grail? Nay.
Arrogant, faithless, ungrateful daughters.
Every one of you—Creirwy, Elspeth, Rhiannon, Seren, Arwyn and Rosalynde.
I brush a finger across the lip of my cauldron as Mordecai appears before me in the courtyard, his dark form silhouetted by the shifting dawn.
“Where are they?”
“Amdel.”
“Not so far,” I say.
And yet, not close enough.
“How many travel with them?”
“Six, including Marcella and Lord Blackwood.”
Cael, you fool! I told you not to lose your heart to my daughter, and what did you go and do?
My gaze moves slowly to Mordecai. “Do not call him thus in my presence ever again. Blackwood is mine. I am done with pretense.”
“As you wish, meistres.”
“What of the lords you roused from slumber? How many will pledge their armies?”
“All are persuaded.”
“Good,” I say. “Send my ravens. You and I will await our travel companions.”
“Aye, meistres.”
“Go now,” I say, anger darkening my tone—a fury not unlike that day so many ages thence when I last faced my makers, and they exiled me for my “tantrum.” And yet, they did send me to rule the realms of men, and this I will do.
Damned be their prophecy!
Damn be the words written in the grimoire!
I will not return to a watery grave!
Ego Draconis,
Natus Sylph
A capite ad calcem, igneus et fortes.
I AM THE DRAGON.
Born Sylph,
From head to toe, fiery and strong.



Chapter
Thirty-One

They found the oubliette in, of all places, the evening shadow of the church, constructed so that the spire, with its swordlike crucifix, might cast its long, punitive shadow into the rat-infested pit—a daily reminder to repent.
Clearly, the Prince hadn’t any compunction over his sins. He spat at Wilhelm before entering the pit. “My only regret was that you were not there when Warkworth burned,” he said, and Wilhelm reared back, and punched the man, breaking his nose, drawing blood. The Prince squealed indignantly, bringing a hand to his face to catch the blood. “Do you know who I am!” he railed. “Do you know who I am?”
With something like a snarl, Wilhelm pushed the man backward, not bothering to afford him a ladder or rope. He plummeted downward, landing with a thud and a crack.
Rhiannon was close enough to hear the exchange, but not close enough to know whether he was injured—clearly, not badly, because she could still sense his heart flame strong, and he continued to shout so loudly that his voice carried all throughout the bailey.
She could still hear him, even as she searched the garden, hoping to find ingredients for a good meal.
Although there was little to celebrate, they would need their strength over these coming days, and Rhiannon hoped there might be enough vittles to provide them all sustenance after a sennight of travel.
Unfortunately, magik could not produce food from thin air. That’s simply not the way it worked. It was only possible to manipulate the aether in ways that did not violate the laws of nature.
Fortunately, there were still several chickens living and thriving, nourished by the remnants in the garner. She counted more than a dozen hens and two healthy cocks pecking around the yard. Without delay, she and Marcella collected two of those hens, then found the kitchen to clean and prepare their prizes, then Rhiannon returned to the garden to see what else she could find.
At one time, these raised beds must have been well-cared-for. But they had gone wild during these past few months while the castle sat empty—not more than two or three, she thought. She was heartened to find radishes, peas, parsnips and leeks, as well as carrots.
However, whilst she was exploring, she caught an image as she passed… It was her sister Elspeth, kneeling with a lovely young woman next to a bit of bedstraw, both tugging at weeds. It was no more than a glimpse, but she knew intuitively it was a look into the past, and she fell to her knees where her sister had once knelt, missing Elspeth so dearly that she feared she might weep.
Five years.
Five long years since she’d last seen any of her sisters, except through visions and dreams…
“Soon,” she whispered. “Soon.”
For better or worse.
She thrust a hand into the cool, damp earth, and just as surely as she could feel it fill the palm of her hand, she knew she would see her sisters again…
It was a feeling she couldn’t explain, but it was strong now… strong enough to squeeze her heart.
Ellie had been here… right here, in this very garden… perhaps en route to Aldergh…
Perhaps, in truth, this was where Malcom had left her that day when he’d returned to Wales to find Rhiannon.
Smiling over the memory of Malcom Scott approaching her tumbril, she sprinkled the soil back into the bed.
She knew who he was the instant she saw him. Tall, with a great bearing and a face that no doubt made women swoon, he’d approached her tumbril with a sense of purpose and she’d had little doubt he would draw his sword and fell every guard assigned to her travels.
She wouldn’t allow it.
Affecting a pretense so that her guards wouldn’t realize she was mindspeaking with him, she’d shouted obscenities at Lord Aldergh and tossed a makeshift grimoire at his head. She felt badly about that now, but a sense of panic had come over her when she’d realized he meant to free her.
I go where I need to go, she’d said.
Straight to her destiny…
Straight to Cael.

DURING A THOROUGH SEARCH of the premises, Giles and Wilhelm discovered a well-equipped armory. Unfortunately, most of the weapons had already been confiscated. Still, there remained an anvil and forge, and more than enough tools and scraps to effect repairs. Therefore, while Giles assisted, Wilhelm put to use his modest skills, honing all their weapons in preparation for the struggle to come.
Marcella made use of the kitchens to brew more philters, and meanwhile she cooked up a few hens.
Cael inventoried supplies, then devised a plan for defense.
It was to be expected, perhaps, that, after Beauchamp’s death, someone—likely the King’s men—would have swept through these grounds and seized most of the dead lord’s valuables. In fact, it could be that Beauchamp’s sister, now wed to Blaec d’Lucy, had appropriated what she could. But Cael suspected it was Eustace who’d laid the castle bare, stripping even the walls of its tapestries, if only to sell.
Surprisingly, they found no evidence of plunder on the premises—not until they discovered a small room adjacent to the lord’s chamber, which, in fact, did contain some of the relics belonging to Bury St. Edmunds.
Here, the King’s son had evidently begun to store his treasures, perhaps having seized upon Amdel as a base from which he’d intended to mount a coup against his father.
In support of this conjecture, they found evidence to that effect within the lord’s chamber, including a list of barons who might be persuaded to rally to his cause.
They also discovered maps of Winchester and the treasury at Flint Tower. More documents like these were littered about the lord’s bower. Cael gathered them all together and took everything to Giles, leaving Rhiannon to further investigate the room. It was a mess, littered with sour-smelling cups, and items of note that probably belonged to Eustace—a fine sword, a golden scabbard, a nice bow with fletching, a very nice set of ringmail armor, with all the necessary bits, all in very good shape. As it so happened, because Eustace was slight of figure, it also fit Rhiannon, so she put it aside.
The room itself smelt of spew and piss.
Evidently, Eustace had also discovered a store full of ale, and perhaps consumed every drop, judging by the horrid state of his room. It was no wonder he did not join his men on the wall; his pores had also reeked of alcohol—easy to scent at twenty paces, and more.
Evidently, he was sulking, and furious over his dispossession—a manner of depression that manifested itself with a terrible stink that he never bothered to dispel, even despite having the use of a large, ornate tub.
In fact, no one had used that tub in quite some time, Rhiannon surmised, evident by a thick layer of dust inside. She longed to fill it and bathe, because, in truth, except for a few sponge baths, she’d not even done so on the night of her nuptials. She’d donned that beautiful wedding dress with a week’s worth of grime on her person. And so, it seemed, she might yet get the chance, because when everyone claimed a room, they conveniently left the lord’s chamber for the “newly wedded couple.”
Rhiannon was quite sure it wasn’t entirely charitable; the stench of the room was difficult to bear. Therefore, after she finished placing a few more wards about the inner bailey, she mounted the stairs again to begin repairing the room as best she could.
Really, considering what they were about to face, it was perhaps of little consequence, but some small part of her longed to spend at least one night with her husband that was… special—not that she would live to remember it, mind you, but it was important to her that she at least have one moment of joy to cherish.
Indeed, she still had cause to be vexed with Cael, but the time for petty grievances was over. He was here, with her, and he had, indeed, confessed his love.
Sadly, they were not even promised one evening together, much less the morrow. Therefore, if they were still alive and breathing after the Golden Hour—which she knew intuitively would be their greatest hour of peril—she intended to make the most of her time with Cael.
At any rate, ever since her conversation with Marcella about the particulars of congress, she very much longed to… explore.
To that end, she found a lovely, but scandalously diaphanous shift hidden away in a wooden coffer that appeared as though it might be part of a bride’s trousseau. The contents were musty, but everything inside the chest was of the utmost quality—all women’s garments.
There was also a small armoire in the room with the remnants of a man’s wardrobe. Most of what it once contained was gone. Within it she discovered a single sherte, one pair of very pointy shoes, and a rich, blue velvet surcoat that was heavy with dust.
Such as it was, there were no other signs of a woman’s touch in these quarters. The coffer, she surmised, must have been a gift in wait for a bride—very convenient, she decided, considering that she herself was a newly wedded bride.
In fact, she might have presumed this one was meant for the lord’s sister, since Cael had said she was recently wed, but the garments were not at all what Rhiannon would suppose a brother would provide for a sister.
For example: The chainse was as sheer as a woodland mist, and there were gowns inside that trousseau that revealed more than was prudent, or even acceptable.
To be sure, there were some women at court who dressed so outrageously, but not even Morwen had dared.
Rhiannon hadn’t any interest in those, but she did intend to make use of the sherte, exchanging it for the smelly tunic Marcella had given her. She no longer needed the masking philter, and though it was a little too big, she could easily tuck the sherte into her breeches, at least until she could wash the tunic she was given. She couldn’t very well wear some silly gown whilst wielding a sword, nor could she use the ringmail without some protection for her skin.
It was easy to imagine why Marcella wore such garb. No gown was suitable for warfare. She could easily trip over the hem and injure herself, and Rhiannon didn’t intend to unintentionally aid her mother’s cause. They would need every sword arm they had to bear, even if Rhiannon’s was less than able. But at least she had her magik, which was growing stronger and stronger by the hour.
She found a set of clean bedsheets in a storeroom, and after changing the bedding, she put the delicate chainse on the bed, turning her attention to the remainder of the room.
By the time she was finished cleaning, the sun was already lowering to the west—a beautiful view from the lord’s window, where she could peruse the outer bailey and the parklands beyond.
For the time being, the tree line in the distance revealed no sign of movement and neither was there any sign of Morwen’s birds, except for that one. For this, Rhiannon breathed a sigh of relief. Perhaps they would be spared tonight—she hoped. She had a strong intuition for which there were no promises. Still, though she felt a terrible ramping of tensions in her soul, the moment right now was serene. The sky was beautiful, with shades of lavender, peach and pink, and she sighed wistfully, considering the beauty of the moment. It was no wonder these were called the Golden Hours. It was a time of limitless possibility if only one had the will to open their hearts. Here and now, it was impossible to believe that somewhere out there her mother was preparing to butcher them. And yet, Rhiannon knew it was true. There was no way that Morwen would let this be; she was like a wounded beast no longer caged.
Hic est Draco…
Here be the dragon.
Only now she truly understood what that meant—the inscription writ upon her bracelets…
In their purest forms, the Sylphkind were winged creatures, like dragons, both beautiful and terrifying at once. For love of these famed creatures, the kings of Wales had all named themselves the Dragon’s Disciples, and it was for the Sylphkind they’d decorated their banners.
Hic est Draco…
Rhiannon herself was a Pendragon, named for Uther, whose pennants he stole from the true Dragon Lord. Anglesey was said to be the cradle of Wales. Ynys Dywyll, as her people once called it—the Dark Isle. And Môn Mam Cymru—Mother of Wales. Rhiannon had never been there, but she’d been told much about this sister isle to Avalon. It was said to be riddled with menhirs—the standing stones of the gods. These days it was Owain Gwynedd who raised the dragon pennant, but Rhiannon knew by the way he spoke of it that her husband had bartered his fealty for the payment of this county in Wales. He longed to have and hold the Dark Isle.
Hic est Draco…
If, indeed, Morwen was Cerridwen, then she was the true mother of Wales, and all its people—Cael included—were honor-bound to rise to her defense.
Was this, then, the crux of Marcella’s story?
Was this her dire warning?
Was it from Cael and not her sisters that she must be wary of betrayal? She thought about that as she filled the tub—an easy enough endeavor with her strengthening magik. There was so much moisture on the ground after last night’s deluge, even after a full day in the sun, that it took little effort to gather the moisture into droplets and the droplets into a lovely shower. She stood inside the tub, naked as the day she was born, allowing herself to be showered by the gifts of the Mother, feeling anew the thrill of magik hum through her veins and the gentle downpour of cleansing water rushing over her face.
This was what she was made for!
These were the moments when she felt whole!
It could be, in truth, that her husband was still her enemy, but for this one night alone, he would be her lover. This, she knew in her woman’s heart. For better or worse, tonight… they would consummate their vows.



Chapter
Thirty-Two

Cael froze, stunned by the vision that greeted him upon entering the lord’s chamber—the sight both startling and surreal. Never in his wildest dreams could he have conjured an image so fine as the one he saw before him.
Rhiannon.
But Rhiannon as he had never witnessed her before. Gloriously made, unashamed, reveling in the pagan magik that fed her soul.
The soft curves of her woman’s body were masterfully formed—breasts high, taut and round.
Revealed to him fully, her mons was as dark a copper as the hair on her head.
She stood with palms turned up inside the downpour, eyes closed, while a soft cascade of rain fell over her and only her, showering her where she stood inside the tub.
It straightened the curls of her glorious tresses, so it fell like copper satin against her face and proud shoulders, diverting water so it cascaded like a fountain over her breasts, teasing her nipples till they pebbled with pleasure.
Cael’s response was visceral; his body reacted at once, hardening to its full length, unyielding as stone and throbbing for a release long denied.
He wanted nothing more in that instant than to go to her and open his mouth to receive the blessing of water from her bountiful breasts.
“Rhiannon,” he said hoarsely.
Very slowly, she opened her eyes, though if he feared she would conceal herself from his greedy eyes, he feared for naught. Immodesty was her cloak this eve and her ice-blue eyes were feral, her lips curved ever so gently at the corners, into that wicked little smile that set fire to his blood—entirely reminiscent of the smiles she used to give him when she defeated him at Queen’s Chess. And now, even as then, he would gladly lose, with grace, and cede all he owned but for the promise of a kiss from her lush, beautiful lips.
He was a man lost, besotted by his wife. No other woman in his long, strange life had ever put such a flame in his heart.
Only belatedly, he closed the door, hoping to God that no one had been hiding in the shadows of the hall, because, in a fit of jealousy, he thought he might pluck out a man’s eyes only for having taken the liberty of ogling his wife.
His wife.
His.
Wife.
A primitive and fiercely proprietorial instinct swept over him in that instant and he knew that he would kill any man—or woman—if they so much as dared to harm a hair on her head…
His wife.
All memory of the women who came before her vanished from his heart and mind as his feet moved of their own accord. He swallowed with difficulty, but never dared avert his gaze.
As he had for so long, Cael yearned to possess this woman, body and soul, and, at the moment, he was entirely too aware of how long it had been since he’d lain with a woman—years and years and years. Even now, his cock was hard as stone, hot and throbbing.
“Husband,” she said softly, warmly, and the single, softly spoken word struck him no less violently than a hammer.
It shook him to his bones.
She crooked a finger at him, and Cael crossed the room like a man enslaved, wanting nothing more than to take this nymph into his arms and whisk her to the bed—at least he hoped there was a bed, because his eyes were blind to all but Rhiannon…
MARVELING OVER the look of appreciation on her husband’s face, Rhiannon beckoned him forward, feeling more emboldened than she had in all her given years.
She did not feel afflicted, nor plain, nor ugly when he looked at her just so. In fact, he appeared to her as though he might sink to his knees at any instant to worship her where she stood. A sense of empowerment came over her at the realization—a feeling quite unlike anything even her magik had ever provided. It was as though her husband’s admiration lifted her up and proclaimed her a goddess, and she had never, ever felt so beautiful as she did in that moment.
Sweet fates.
This was not what she had intended.
She had meant to dress and present herself to her husband clean, with freshly plaited hair, wearing that beautiful diaphanous chainse. But she had been carried away by the moment, and now, seeing him standing before her, sweat beaded upon his achingly beautiful brow, and his tunic sodden with perspiration, she wanted nothing more than to gift him with the same joyous experience she’d given herself—a shower courtesy of the aether.
She reached out for him, luring him inside the tub. And then, once he was there, she tugged at his clothes, helping him disrobe. One by one, his garments found the floor.
Only once his chest was bare, she eagerly reached for the twin reliquaries; he reacted swiftly, pinning her hand to his chest, cutting her with a warning glare.
But then, just as swiftly, he seemed to reconsider, grasping both reliquaries in one hand, and removing them himself, discarding them into the folds of his tunic, before giving Rhiannon a long, hard glance…
Curious though she was, Rhiannon hadn’t any true interest in his baubles now. She was far more concerned about what else remained to be unveiled…
Once his hands moved to his trews, she stood back, watching breathlessly, eyes wide as he loosened his ties.
She swallowed convulsively as his breeches fell away and he shrugged them off, revealing himself fully to her wide, greedy eyes.
Sweet fates… he was truly magnificent—like a god—perfectly formed. His shoulders were broad, his chest lightly flecked, and his manhood fully and frighteningly erect.
She did, indeed, want to lower her gaze—and did only for an instant—but then she lost her nerve and, instead, met his deep, dark eyes.
Now it was his turn to smile—a small, knowing, satisfied male smile that sent a frisson down Rhiannon’s spine. And yet it wasn’t fear. Because she wasn’t afraid. It was anticipation. She wanted this more than anything in life. Tomorrow would be soon enough to remember all that was at stake.
Tonight, he was her husband.
Tonight, she was his wife.
This moment a gift from the Goddess…



Chapter
Thirty-Three

The casting of magik required intense concentration.
It was a long, muddled moment before Rhiannon could remember herself well enough to resume the shower, and then, once she did, still another before she could remember what else she was supposed to do—lave him, she supposed.
In that instant, all pretense of self-assurance fled, and she was left only with a virgin’s uncertainty.
Mercifully, Cael didn’t wait to see what she would do. His arms slid about her waist, embracing her and pulling her close. His lips claimed hers, hot and insistent, and Rhiannon could only whimper with pleasure as his lips melded with her own, hard and unyielding, coaxing her to open for him.
And then, before she could respond, his tongue swept between her trembling lips, taking and plundering the depths of her mouth, his tongue lapping her teeth, exploring, sparring with her own, only this time with a hunger she hadn’t known before.
Sweet fates.
She could taste his ardor, smell his arousal—the faintest trace of pollen, that made her ache deep down.
Freely choose, or choose to be free…
Unbidden, she heard the words like a whisper in her head, and despite that she’d already spoken her vows before a priest, she knew it was a plea from the Goddess for Rhiannon to speak now or forever hold her peace.
“I choose you,” she said breathlessly, and heard an answering whisper…
Bound by destiny, to destiny bound,
Another to one, and one to another.
“Rhiannon,” he cried softly, perhaps oblivious to the words of the Goddess, and Rhiannon melted against him, her breasts hardening against the tiny hairs of his chest.
Instinctively, she arched backward, supported by the strength of his arms, as he trailed soft, little kisses from her lips to her chin, down her neck, and down through the valley of her breasts. When his mouth closed, hot and insistent, over one nipple, she moaned softly with terrible longing.
This was everything she had ever desired and yet nothing she had ever anticipated. Even as he suckled, Rhiannon felt a delicious tug at her womb, and a dampness creep between her thighs.
And then… sweet Goddess… he lowered himself again, kneeling at her feet, and lifted his face to her mons.
His tongue struck out, boldly sweeping between her woman’s flower, pressing high against her bud, the sensation warm and delicious in contrast with the cool water cascading over their bodies. And suddenly, she lost the thread of her magik completely, leaving the water to trickle over them in spurts that mirrored each foray of his tongue.
“Cael,” she cried out, her fingers weaving themselves into his thick, black hair, groping desperately as he drank from her, rewarding her with a first taste of animal pleasure; it washed over her in waves, wracking her body with shivers. And then he rose again to offer her his tongue and Rhiannon was shocked to find the taste of her body lingered.
Bold. Shocking. Delicious.
If she’d thought herself intrepid, this only inspired her sense of daring. She accepted the gift, a pleasant tang that she would never have been audacious enough to explore on her own. Her body began to convulse in the most private of places, and she longed desperately to be filled—intuitively, knowing it could only be Cael.
“I’d lay beneath you,” she said, shivering in his arms.
He smiled gently. “I’d have you lay beside me instead.”
She nodded, understanding, and lowered a hand to his manhood, touching it tentatively.
“Art certain?” he asked.
“I’m your wife,” she said.
THAT WAS all Cael needed to hear.
Merely hearing those heartfelt words nearly unmanned him where he stood.
He could barely restrain himself. She was perfect, a blend of innocence and daring that fueled his jaded imagination. He could think of a million ways he longed to have her, but realizing this would be her first coupling, he intended to prepare her as best as he could. If, indeed, his time in this realm was nearing an end, he would die contentedly, knowing he had, at long last, found the light of his heart. As it so happened she was Uther’s heir.
Morwen’s daughter.
Yet none of that mattered.
Not right now.
Burying the tips of his fingers into her silky mons, he continued to kiss her mouth, mimicking with his tongue the rhythm he longed to follow with his hips.
She tasted sweet, like honeysuckles, sex and rain—the odd combination like manna from Heaven. This night would be theirs, he vowed—even if on the morrow the fires of hell rose to destroy him. Nothing, no one, could keep him from claiming his wife…
Bound by destiny, to destiny bound,
Another to one, one to another.
Strange whispers in his ears, from a voice he didn’t know. But he needn’t a word of encouragement.
He bent to sweep Rhiannon into his arms, and carried her to the bed, laying her down very gently, unconcerned that they would dampen the bedding. Now, he longed to drown in the love she so willingly gave, and not even the fact that he was parted from his reliquaries occurred to him.
“Rhiannon,” he said, as he caressed her face, and then he covered her body with his own, pressing her down into the bedding, giving her only half his weight, his hips already moving of their own accord, seeking and begging entrance to the temple of her body.
“I love you,” she said, startling him with the declaration, and his heart sang with a chorus of joy. Still, he was determined to afford Rhiannon the same pleasure she gave him.
“Spread your thighs,” he demanded. And then, once again, he shimmied down her body, kissing and lapping at the valley between her breasts, suckling each nipple in turn, before moving down to kiss her belly and mons. And there, again, he sent his tongue to coax the wetness from the font of her womanhood, knowing intuitively that this would make her first time easier to bear. Rhiannon moaned and he reveled in the sound, lapping hungrily and suckling her silken petals. When he was certain she was ready for him, he lifted himself to look into her eyes and said slowly, clearly, lest a word be mistaken. “Live or die, I will do so for you, my love. I love you, and only you, Rhiannon Pendragon.”
And then, he positioned himself between her thighs, nesting himself there, as he pushed himself inside her. He entered slowly, then paused for an instant to savor the silky heat of her body. But her eagerness was, again, his undoing. Undulating beneath him, she lifted her hips to welcome him, and he gave her what she sought. Feeling her maidenhead rupture, he bent to swallow her soft cries with his hungry mouth, offering his heart, his body, and soul, and finally, his seed—though not until she cried out one last time, so intensely that he momentarily feared he had harmed her. He felt her body stiffen and knew instinctively she’d found release. That carnal knowledge set free the beast within, and he filled her desperately, sweat dripping from his temples as he worked for his pleasure, until he cried out with sweet release, then collapsed atop her with a heart filled with joy, and his cock still throbbing violently.
Unwilling to withdraw even then, he grasped her by the arse and turned them both so she held his cock inside her, both their bodies pulsing with pleasure.
“Christ have mercy,” he said.
And this was, perhaps, the wrong thing to say, because his impish wife grinned sportingly, and said, “Oh, my dear husband… God may, indeed, provide you mercy, but I will not.”
And then she smiled a secret smile, and again began to undulate atop him, her hips rocking him ever so maddeningly, slowly, slowly, coaxing, coaxing… coaxing.
Inconceivably, he found himself hard as stone once more, and ready to be ridden. Of their own accord, his hands found her hips, prepared to guide her, but then he felt her tighten about him, and he nearly died with pleasure. Submitting entirely to her will, he let his hands ride the silken curve of her hips, giving Rhiannon complete control over their loving.
FIVE.
These were the number of years Rhiannon had dreamt of this moment—ever since she’d spied this glorious man in her vision. Goddess ordained, he was her husband, and all the Sylphs in Heaven and all the dragons on deep couldn’t keep her from taking her fill of him.
Here and now, this very instant, she confessed, if only to herself, she would have moved Heaven and earth on that day she’d helped Elspeth escape, to keep her sister from this glorious man who was destined to be hers. It was in some ways the most selfish act of her life, and would she have coveted him if he were not Goddess sent?
Yes, she thought. Yessss…
With the greatest satisfaction, she rode him fiercely, like a primal queen atop her cherished steed, eternally grateful for Marcella’s advice, because even as she watched, his eyes rolled back into his head and she knew the instant he submitted to her pleasure.
Bound by destiny, to destiny bound,
Another to one, one to another.
Here now and forever.

THE SKY outside her window was a cloudless blue.
Rhiannon laid her head atop her husband’s arm. His free hand cupped her bottom, and when she stirred, he sleepily drew her close.
“Good morning,” she said, when he opened his eyes. This near, they were so deep and dark they appeared fathomless, and she could peer into them evermore.
He slapped her bottom gently. “Good morning, wife.”
Rhiannon smirked. “No regrets for having wed a witch?”
“None at all,” he said, lazily caressing the sting from her flesh. It was only then that she realized that, sometime during the night, he’d risen to retrieve his reliquaries. He was naked still, but for those twin chains, and the reliquaries they were bound to. Both fell heavily between them and she dared to lift one up to better inspect it.
“One belongs to me,” he said. “The other to your mother.”
“So, you said. What are they?”
“Grisial huds, so I’m told.”
Magik crystals—but to what purpose?
Rhiannon thumbed one of the crystals, brushing it thoughtfully.
SHE REALLY DIDN’T KNOW, Cael realized, thinking back to his conversation with Marcella.
Of course, he didn’t say it then, nor had Marcella asked. Alas, though, he realized he couldn’t keep the truth from his wife. Reaching out for the chain in her hand, he explained the reliquary’s purpose, waiting to see disgust in her eyes.
“Shadow magik,” she whispered.
Cael’s soul was bound to the reliquary, his body borrowed—usurped from a man he’d never met, save through the intricacies of his body. He’d assumed a dead man’s name instead of his own after Morwen summoned him back to this realm. Unfortunately, he’d always known she could and would return him from whence he came.
“So then… d’Lucy is not your true name?”
“Nay,” he said.
“What, then?”
Cael shook his head, unable to speak the rest of his truth.
God’s blood, what could he say? He was born before she was ever a thought in her mother’s head? That her great, great, great, grandsire was his foe? That he was murdered six hundred years before she was born?
Nay.
It was inconceivable. The very thought of speaking those words made him feel like a madman… except that… it was all true.
He could offer a partial truth.
“What Mordecai is, that’s what I am, too.”
“A… Shadow Beast?”
There was contempt in her voice. Cael tugged his reliquary from her hand and let it drop between them. “If that’s the name I must bear.”
“Nay,” she said. “You are not what he is! I know that in my heart!”
And yet, he was…
“Oh, my love,” she said gently, catching his cheek in her palm. “A man is not the sum of his body parts, but rather, the sum of his deeds.” Very gently, she moved her hand to his chest, laying it atop his beating heart. “I know you! You are not the same as Mordecai.”
Cael swallowed whatever words he’d been about to say.
He wanted desperately to believe she spoke true… wanted to see himself through her eyes—not as the shell of a man he’d become. Later, he decided. Later was soon enough to reveal the rest—later when he hadn’t any choice.
Right now, bathed in the light of his wife’s love and adoration, he couldn’t bear it if she turned away. One last time before they rose, he longed to taste the sweet nectar of her body and revel in the warmth of her touch. Forgoing any more words, he rolled atop her, lifting himself up and taking his cock into his hand, he gave her a lazy smile…



Chapter
Thirty-Four

Morwen did not appear that day, nor the next, nor the next.
Every moment that passed stretched by as taut as the string of a bow; something terrible was looming, no doubt.
Even the air began to thicken like a mire.
Anticipation bubbled like a yeasty brew.
Outside the castle, a few common black crows had begun to congregate, perching in nearby trees like an infestation of fleas.
Knowing intuitively that six alone could never defend against Morwen, they dispatched Jack to Drakewich to engage d’Lucy’s cousins. Cael wasn’t entirely certain they would feel compelled to make this fight their own, but, if indeed, Morwen should descend upon these parts with an army of Welshmen, Drakewich was too close not to be warned. At the very least, they should be armed with information and be allowed to choose a side—not that Cael had any delusions that his “cousins” had any true regard for him. They’d met but thrice, and despite that Cael did hold Blaec with the utmost respect, they were hardly close. They were cousins in name only. Pressed about the details of their affiliation, Cael would surely fail such a test.
And yet, what was there to apologize for? He was not the one who chose this man’s body. He was simply the one forced to occupy it. Whether the true d’Lucy lord was kind or cruel, Cael hadn’t a bloody clue.
Such as it was, no matter what happened here in these parklands over the following weeks, and no matter whether he confessed himself to Rhiannon, the lords of Drakewich would never hear the truth from him.
In spirit and mind, they were aligned.
Rhiannon found him poring over the reliquaries late one afternoon, trying to determine how best to employ them. If only he could determine which was his, beyond doubt, he could destroy the other.
And yet, he wasn’t even certain that would have any bearing on Morwen’s presence in this realm. It was a crystal, no more, and her soul was already bound to the body she’d appropriated.
Well, at least hers bore the same blood in her veins.
He was someone else, and his true self was a man long forgotten.
Worse yet, Rhiannon did not fully grasp the truth. In Mordecai’s case, he, too, was returned to his own body.
Conversely, Cael was not who Rhiannon believed him to be.
She leaned over his shoulder, examining the reliquary in his hand, watching him fiddle with the crystal, poking at the place where it sat mounted—seamless.
“Even diamonds can be destroyed,” she said. “They crack when struck. Have you tried?”
Cael nodded solemnly. “I have,” he lied.
“Have you tried burning them? Even the strongest of metals will melt given the proper degree of heat.”
Cael sighed, and shook his head, ashamed to say that he had, in fact, never intended to destroy his. Only once, in his anger, had he ever attempted to crush the stone, and he was heartily relieved when it refused to break.
She slid her arms about his neck, leaning close so he could feel her warm lips on his cheek. “You know… I once saw my sister battle a Shadow Beast…” She peered at him, offering a smile, and teased, “Perhaps you can shift shapes, as Mordecai can?”
Her jovial tone intimated she didn’t believe it. But it wasn’t particularly amusing, and Cael did not laugh. “’Tis not an art your mother ever taught me.”
“Of course not,” she said, withdrawing, but leaving a hand on his shoulder. “Why would she share anything with anyone?”
She still didn’t understand, he realized. He sensed she understood that he was bound by the reliquary, but not how he was bound to it. He longed to say more… ached to find the words to tell her the truth—everything.
Fear caught and held his tongue.
“At any rate,” she said. “My sister spoke words to bind the Shadow Beast to his body. That alone was not meant to destroy him, only to keep him from shift⁠—”
A solid horn blast erupted from the ramparts.
At this point, they had bolstered their defenses as best they could. At least one person was always assigned to man the wall. Right now, it was Marcella’s turn. Seizing both reliquaries, Cael looped them about his neck and moved to the window. Rhiannon followed behind.
Away, in the distance, filtering from the trees, came a good-sized army—too big to belong to Drakewich, too small to belong to Morwen.
“Who is it?”
Cael narrowed his eyes, searching for banners, and once he spied one, he turned to Rhiannon and grinned.
“Come with me,” he said, taking her by the hand.

IT WAS A BITTERSWEET REUNION.
Five years since the sisters were all in the same room, and here they were, again, all together… without Arwyn.
The loss was felt no less keenly for the years gone by.
This evening, Amdel’s hall resounded, though not with laughter, but quiet sobs.
There were tear-stained cheeks and tunics.
Embraces held too long.
On a bright note, they were six no more, but more than three hundred strong, with the Pendragon sisters all reunited and stronger for the power they wielded together.
And despite this, Morwen should never be underestimated. She was an ancient being, wielding all the power of her birthright. Maddeningly, all the while soldiers trickled into Amdel’s bailey, crows and ravens continued to gather in the trees of the surrounding forest, their numbers so great that they burdened the trees with their weight—a reminder that this was no reunion for pleasure and their time now was growing short. Once all their greetings were made, everyone attended an emergency council in the great hall: Giles with Rosalynde; Seren with Wilhelm; Elspeth stood with Marcella; and Edmund, Warkworth’s seneschal, sat on a trestle table, his helm by his side, his face mottled from having worn the accoutrement so long. Arms crossed, Rhiannon stood beside her husband, his hand on her shoulder as they discussed matters at hand. The first question was posed to Elspeth. “What of Malcom? Will he join us?”
Elspeth nodded, though solemnly, her response somewhat less than affirmative. “If my message reaches him, I warrant not even his king will keep him from it.”
Giles tore his gaze away from Rosalynde, a muscle ticking at his jaw. “What of the Scots King?”
Elspeth shrugged. “Your guess is good as mine,” she said. “Already, I have appealed to him twice, and twice he has answered when he did not have to. I only hope he values my husband well enough to support him.”
“Is this not Duke Henry’s war as well?” asked Wilhelm tersely. “Why is that pup not here?”
Giles appealed to his wife, and she gave him a subtle nod, then said, “His mother will rally forces, so I’m told. But they were due at Warkworth, and the question remains if he will arrive in time.”
“Unfortunately, ravens are not an option,” said Cael. “Save for a few stragglers, she commands them all.”
“Pigeons neither,” agreed Elspeth. “At this point, ’tis not entirely certain whether any winged creature can be trusted.”
“I am certain,” said Seren, rising from her chair to pace. “They cannot be trusted.”
And this was perhaps the greatest shock to Rhiannon—to see her sister’s altered appearance. Seren’s hair had once been such a lovely shade of golden red; now it was silvery white. Her eyes, which were once blue, were the brightest amber—but they were not crossed, nor did her face reveal any of the haggardly lines of a woman with hair of that shade. Her skin was smooth as a baby’s bottom, and pale—as though she’d never once enjoyed the sun. And yet, despite this, she was lovely, her appearance radiant and her presence ethereal. There was no doubt she had found her place in the service of the Goddess.
“Explain,” said Giles.
“As many of you know by now, my mother is Sylph, aligned to all creatures of the air. Free will is, indeed, a gift from the gods, and yet, as ’tis well known… birds of a feather will flock together.”
“Sylph?” asked Wilhelm, and Seren endeavored to explain, meeting Rhiannon’s gaze at the end, if only for an instant. I am sorry, she said, mindspeaking. I know you believed this to be your destiny.
Rhiannon was quick to reassure her. I am your servant, my sister. It matters not to me who should be Regnant, only that our mother is defeated. I am content enough with my lot. Do not fret for me.
The sisters both shared a nod of solidarity.
This was no time for envy or discord.
All must work together to defeat Morwen, and not even Seren was capable alone.
Please, forgive me for what I must do, Seren said cryptically, and then, averting her gaze from Rhiannon, she gave a discreet nod to Warkworth’s steward.
“Bring it,” she said, and the seneschal departed the hall, only to return a moment later with a golden scabbard, revealing the shining hilt of a sword. Rhiannon’s eyes widened, knowing intuitively what it was, although nothing could have prepared her for what transpired next.
Edmund handed Seren the sword.
Her sister turned to face Cael. “Dragon Lord!” she said, in a voice completely unrecognizable. Even her countenance seemed to change in that moment, the air about her shivering like steam from a kettle.
For his part, Cael appeared momentarily stunned, though Rhiannon was certain he’d understood the appellation.
“Dragon Lord,” Seren called again, moving toward him. “I present you the key.” She unsheathed the ancient sword from its scabbard, revealing it fully before them, and laid it upon her two hands.
THE SIGHT of it was momentarily blinding.
Cael blinked against the weapon once used against him.
The sword that took his life.
That same gift he was presented by Taliesin.
In all its silvered glory, it lay before him, presented in the very same manner it had been revealed to him on that fated night so long ago… lying atop open palms, so the inscription could easily be read. Etched in the most ancient of languages, lay inscribed and imbued, “Take me, but turn the blade, and we will see.” Between the hilt was
written: Caledfwlch.
After all these years, there it was… with its intricately crafted serpents entwined about the elegantly fashioned hilt…
Shaken by the sight of it, Cael’s fingers ached to reach for it, but he met Seren’s gaze, aware that his wife was watching him carefully.
This was not revealed to her yet… his relation to the sword. His relation to her kinsmen. His vow to kill everyone who bore Taliesin’s blood. All his dark and terrible secrets. Even now the sword called to him, beguiling…
“All that you give you must give freely,” said Seren. “Once again the sword has been imbued, so that he who wields it will not bleed. Even now my mother gathers the heirs to the twelve who conspired to betray you. She will give you all you seek, and more… wealth, power… Anglesey…”
Try though he might, Cael could not avert his gaze from that shining blade. “I… I don’t want it,” he said, not trusting himself to touch it. The temptation was all too real. With that sword, he could retake Wales.
He could rebuild his isle.
He could⁠—
“Cael?” said Rhiannon, sounding bemused.
Seren waited.
It was his to take…
“Cael?”
“I… am… not… Cael,” he said as he accepted the proffered sword. He lifted it high to inspect it, then brought it down with a confident swing, reveling in the feel of it.
“I am Maelgwn ap Cadwallon, true King of Gwynedd, Dragon Lord of Anglesey, firstborn son of Cadwallon Lawhir.”



Chapter
Thirty-Five

Maelgwn would love to have imagined a collective gasp.
Alas, there was only one… the one emitted by his wife… the only person he did not wish to displease.
At least… this was not the way he’d wished to reveal himself.
And so, it seemed, the remainder of those gathered already knew who he was… and still they would grant him the sword.
For a long moment, that fact left him reeling, confused, though he’d reached for the sword anyway, the temptation too difficult to resist.
The very instant the cold steel had met his flesh—familiar even through the ages—it sent a sizzle through his veins, a surge of vigor and strength that hardened his cock where he stood. His breath halted over the feel of Caledfwlch in his hands, the fine way the pommel melded with his palm, the precisely honed steel crafted only for him… so long he’d coveted this weapon, even after it stole his life, and everything he’d loved…
Even now, he was a man possessed, willing to gamble for the sword, no matter the cost.
“Is it true?” asked his wife softly, her voice filled with pain.
She was astute enough to understand what was happening.
Rhiannon was no fool; she knew full well what things were possible through magik. Although she hadn’t once suspected who he was, he knew she would know the truth when she heard it… and when he met her gaze, the look on her face filled him with dread. He responded instinctively, merely intending to remind her of her promises to him and her place by his side. The words came out harsher and less hospitable than he’d intended. “’Tis true,” he said. “I am the Dragon Lord, and lest you forget, you are my wife!”
Rhiannon stood then, formidable as any woman could be. “Nay,” she said. “Need I remind you, my lord? I am a Pendragon. I make up my own mind who I stand beside.” And then, very swiftly gathering her skirts, she marched out of the hall, all three of her sisters filing out behind her.
“Rhiannon!” shouted Elspeth. “Wait!”
She was immediately followed by Rosalynde, but neither of her sisters could break her pace. Rhiannon disappeared from his sight, and Seren turned to give him a subtle smile, though her final words as she followed Rhiannon were not for her departing sister. She said quietly to Cael, “That sword is a gift, my lord. But so, it seems, you’ve not yet earned my sister’s trust. Both are Goddess-given. One may provide you Wales, the other will gift your true heart’s desire. Choose wisely, Dragon Lord, or you may lose them both.”

RHIANNON HAD KNOWN he was keeping secrets from her—something dark and dreadful. And yet, she would never have imagined it could be this—not this.
Sweet fates!
His life had been prolonged by blood magik. And though she didn’t know precisely how that was done, she knew enough to know that to return to this realm, he must have been cauldron born, and bound to his summoner…
Morwen.
No wonder he did not kill her when he had the chance.
No wonder he did not turn away from her villainy.
No wonder he’d kept Rhiannon imprisoned far too long.
A shadow beast…
Bound to her mother.
Time and again, he had said quite plainly that his aim was Morwen’s aim. Well, now she understood why. Only what, precisely, did it mean? Was he compelled by her mother? Did he possess free will? Was his life bound only to the Witch Queen? And now, if they killed Morwen, what did that mean for Cael?
All these questions formed a melee in her mind, though she found answers for not a one.
But worse! He was a sworn enemy to her family—a foe of the man who had, according to Marcella, slain Maelgwn ap Cadwallon so long ago—six hundred years, to be precise.
Six hundred years!
And still… somehow, he was young and vibrant, with the vitality and passion of a flesh and blood man!
Sweet fates. She’d lain with him, and even so, she must confess: She did not regret it. Not for a moment. Even now, her heart ached for him, and some tender part of her soul mourned for the man he had been.
All those years ago, he had faced his own mortality, lost everything that was good and true in his life—his kingdom, his wife, his children and heirs…
The notion was too much to bear.
Marcella had warned her. In her own way, the paladin had revealed so many pieces of the puzzle—pieces Rhiannon hadn’t had the wherewithal to comprehend.
And now she truly knew how arrogant she had been—to think she was so wise. Well, she was not.
Commiserating, she and her sisters ensconced themselves into what Elspeth claimed to be a women’s solar, although the room was neither pleasant, nor comfortable, nor even well furnished. Spartan as it was, it was as barren as the womb of a crone. Verily, it appeared to Rhiannon that no woman had ever turned her hand to the chamber’s good use, except for a broken-down, old loom. And yet, according to her sister, this was once the refuge of Dominique Beauchamp, the beautiful sister of Amdel’s now dead lord, who was bride to Blaec d’Lucy.
Rhiannon wondered if the lord of Drakewich would bother to come. It would serve Cael right if he turned his nose at the request, and even so, they needed all the help they could get. She prayed to the gods that Jack would manage to persuade him. And then she wondered why she bothered to pray, because, in truth, her mother was a child of the Sylph, made by gods. How much good would it do?
Like Lucifer, she was cast down from the heavens. And therefore, it must be true: witches were angels, and demons were born by their whimsy—Cael himself was proof.
Her sisters gave her a long moment to grasp the import of her discoveries. And meanwhile, Rosalynde brushed a hand along her back, the gentility of her sister’s sweet touch a comforting balm. It had been so long since she’d reveled in a sisterly touch, and it took every ounce of Rhiannon’s strength not to cast herself into Rosalynde’s loving arms and weep like a disconsolate child.
“So, I’m told, he swore to eradicate our blood from this realm,” said Elspeth, with a note of bitterness. “Art certain you still trust him?”
Rhiannon shook her head, then nodded, and said with tears forming in her eyes, “He is my husband.”
And yet, she feared; it was entirely possible they harbored an enemy in their midst, and hadn’t Cael said so?
Hadn’t he warned her endlessly over these past five years?
We are not aligned.
We are not aligned.
We are not aligned.
And still, he did leave Morwen at Blackwood, perhaps to die, and he came after Rhiannon to help defend her.
Or had he really?
She was so confused now.
What if, all along, he’d been doing her mother’s bidding? What if he had brought them here to this godforsaken ruin instead of to Warkworth so they could be ambushed by her mother? For five long years, Warkworth had been preparing for this confrontation, and here they were… in a place and state of disrepair, with no chance to survive any siege and few allies to speak of—not to mention, they were ill-equipped to win a simple battle. If Morwen should descend upon them right now, whether alone, or with allies, they would be like lambs drawn to a slaughter.
“Listen to your heart,” said Rosalynde sweetly. “As you know, I wedded a huntsman, Rhiannon. Like you, I should have never trusted Giles.”
“And yet do you?”
Rosalynde nodded fervently. “Implicitly.”
“What has he said?” pressed Elspeth, not so kindly.
We are not aligned.
We are not aligned.
We are not aligned.
“That is not the question to ask,” reprimanded Seren, and then with a smile in her golden eyes, her middle sister knelt beside Rhiannon, placing a hand to Rhiannon’s knee. Up close, Seren’s skin was perfectly radiant. Her hair shone like filaments of light. “As you once told Arwyn—remember? —you must trust your heart.”
Rhiannon blinked away a tear. “You were there?”
“Nay, I was not, my sister. And yet I have seen it.” She sighed woefully, and said, “I have witnessed more than I ever cared to see. And still, I know what I know, and I do not know what I do not know.”
“What does that mean?” snapped Elspeth. “Please, Seren! Do not confuse her with riddles. She has enough of a burden to bear.”
“Goddess, alive! You might be eldest,” argued Rosalynde. “But you are not all-knowing. Leave off with the tyranny, Elspeth!”
“Please, sisters,” begged Seren. “This is not the time to battle amidst ourselves.”
Rhiannon exhaled wearily.
So much had changed, and yet, so much remained the same. Elspeth was just as domineering as ever, only this time, it wasn’t her eldest sister and her at odds. She smiled ruefully over that, amused despite the situation. In all her days, she would never have imagined Elspeth defending her… at least, not since they were children. And here she was, precisely doing that.
As usual, Seren’s patience was heroic. “What I meant is this: I have seen the past, but the future is still to be written. I do not have the ability to see it. Rather…”
She turned to Rhiannon, mindspeaking her own words, and Rhiannon gave them voice. “Life is like a spider’s web—so many threads flowing from its center, all leading to destinations unknown.”
“Precisely,” agreed Seren. “Such as it is, I cannot receive answers for which I do not know the questions.”
Elspeth frowned. “Every day, you sound more and more like that crazy old bat, Isolde—riddle me this, riddle me that!”
“Isolde?” said Rhiannon, her attention piqued, and Rosalynde explained about the old crone’s visit to Warkworth, and all about the old crow that arrived at the same time. Remembering the crow perched on Marcella’s shoulder, Rhiannon wondered… could it be?
Just in case, she told her sisters about the encounter, and all that Marcella had told her, including the tale of her mother’s death, who was also, coincidentally, named Isolde.
“Isolde is dead?” asked Elspeth, confused.
“She died moons ago,” said Rhiannon. “Marcella claimed it was the year she deposited us all at Llanthony.”
“Hmm,” said Elspeth, clearly disbelieving. “And what about Marcella? Do you believe we can trust her?”
“Aye,” said Rhiannon, remembering the sword that the paladin placed between herself and Cael—or rather, between herself and Maelgwn.
Sweet fates, she was so confused.
“Indeed, you may trust me,” said Marcella. She stood in the doorway, cocking a smile at all four sisters.
“How long have you been there?”
“Long enough,” she said, before sauntering within. “If you do not mind, this is my story to tell.” And true to form, she did not wait for permission. Without preamble, she confessed her story to the sisters—her love affair with Morwen, her departure from Blackwood after Ellie was born, as well as her very brief, but bittersweet betrothal to Cael.
Apparently, it was the real Cael d’Lucy who was once affianced to her, not Maelgwn ap Cadwallon. Ever-ready to use her minions to her own selfish purpose—even someone she claimed to love—Morwen had urged Marcella to play the part of d’Lucy’s betrothed, only to claim Blackwood. If, indeed, those two had wed, and Morwen had managed to wrest Blackwood by another means, she would have forgotten all about her daughters. Originally, it was her plan to share it all with Marcella.
“D’Lucy was a fool,” the paladin explained. “A poppet, too easily led.” Unfortunately, or perhaps fortunately, as the case must be for Cael, Morwen discovered a grisial hud, like that one she kept around her neck. She performed the same blood rite that was performed to summon her return, though I do believe she anticipated it must be Taliesin’s crystal, and she meant to end him once and for all.” Marcella smiled benevolently at Rhiannon. “It wasn’t, of course. The reliquary belonged to Maelgwn ap Cadwallon, and once he assumed d’Lucy’s body, your mother had a change in plans.”
“Please, do tell,” said Elspeth, smartly.
Marcella eyed her cannily. “At first, she thought she might wed him herself, but he was never interested in the least. Oh, he gave her his fealty quick enough, as well as the use of his sword, but never his cock.”
Rhiannon blushed hotly, feeling some measure of relief. She looked to see that her sisters’ eyes widened over Marcella’s crude language, but no one dared utter a word in rebuke, and Marcella continued. “Eventually she sent me away to spy on the Holy Roman Emperor, whilst she remained in England to press her wiles. I suppose I grew tired of her lies and found myself inspired by your sister Matilda.”
Elspeth visibly softened, as she confessed, “She inspires me as well. I knew her to be driven, even as a young girl. When William died, I hoped my father would cede her his throne—and, of course, he did. But clearly this is not a woman’s time to rule.” Her tone sounded disappointed now, and she found even more cause to commune with Marcella.
“Alas, my friend, a woman’s arse might not be allowed to warm a throne, but no good king ever reigned without a good woman at his side.”
“Indeed,” said Elspeth, as she nodded. “So, was it then you joined the Guard?”
Marcella nodded. “Indeed. And it was your sister who arranged it. I served as her personal guard for a long time, and then, when her husband died, and she was sent away, she made certain I was given an assignment with the Guard.” She grinned then. “I was not entirely welcome.”
The sisters all laughed, only imagining the first time Marcella had walked into their company.
“Marcella is a dewine,” offered Rhiannon. “Aligned to earth, alchemy her calling.”
“Is that true?” asked Elspeth. And then she put a hand to her breast. “I, too, am aligned to earth.”
“Aye, so I am told,” said the paladin. “We have this in common.”
Only Seren seemed unsurprised by these revelations. Her sister sat quietly for a moment as they all discussed the potential applications for the pursuant battle.
Elspeth could help with a few more warding spells. She and Rosalynde had discovered some way to create witchwater, though not the type that needed summoning. With so much water lying about, it would be easy enough to gather it all into the motte. Whatever became of anyone who fell into it was entirely up to the gods.
“That’s a good idea,” said Marcella. “I have herbs that could enhance the brew.” But, really, it was only a half measure. The five of them alone, even working all together, wouldn’t be any true match for Morwen and an entire army of her creatures. No doubt she was gathering all her sycophants, else she’d already have been here by now. What they really needed was aid from Scotia, Stephen and the Church.
“Speaking of which, I suppose I should say that Jack has joined the Guard as well.”
“Jack?” the sisters, all but Rhiannon, asked in unison.
It was Rhiannon who nodded, and then explained. “He and Marcella escorted me from Blackwood together. He’s gone to seek the aid of Cael’s… cousin…”
Implicit in that disclosure was the truth of the matter: The lord of Drakewich was not her husband’s cousin.
Would he ever be told the truth? And if so, what purpose would it serve? Not only was it inexplicable, but it was also far too fantastical to be believed: witches, demons, Sylphs, angels, gods and magik. And Cael—she did not know him as Maelgwn and refused to think of him thus—was for all intents and purposes, a demon, summoned by hud du. The very thought made Rhiannon’s head hurt. Somehow, she, a daughter of the Goddess, was wedded to a Shadow Beast.
“What a tangled web,” offered Seren, with a shrug.

CAEL SAT with his head in his hands.
He was not the man he used to be. That man was gone, dead and buried. Quite literally. If he ever chanced to locate where “Maelgwn ap Cadwallon” lay resting, he would unearth a pile of dirty bones.
Or would there be ash?
He didn’t know.
All he knew for certes was this: He was monstrously ashamed of what he was, and what he’d done.
In the end, all he’d sought to achieve would amount to nothing without Rhiannon.
What, indeed, profiteth a man if he gained the entire world, but lost his soul?
Lifting both reliquaries from his tunic, he removed both chains from around his neck, placing them gingerly on the floor at his feet to study each in turn.
They were exactly alike—nothing to distinguish them at all.
He wished to Heaven he knew how they worked.
If it so happened that he destroyed the wrong one, he might leave Rhiannon to battle her mother alone.
Conversely, if he destroyed them both… he could save them all, but then he would be gone from this world, and his time with Rhiannon would be done.
But she would live, unburdened by a monster for a husband. She would find herself a better man, who could love her and keep her as she so deserved.
But God’s blood! He wanted to be that man.
He wanted to wake each day to her sultry smile until they were old and toothless—and he would love her even then.
To his dismay, the thought of another man touching her… loving her… filled him with white-hot rage.
Destroy the right one, and he might yet live the life he craved…
Destroy the wrong one and he would leave Rhiannon alone.
Destroy them both…
He swallowed convulsively, his hand reaching for the sword beside him on the bed.
Caledfwlch.
Even now, he sensed its innate power, and knew that, no matter how many times someone might attempt to destroy the grisial huds, they would fail immeasurably. Contrarily, this sword would do the job. Of that, he hadn’t any doubt.
He could wait to face her in battle, and see which reliquary shone in her presence… and then, attempt to destroy the right one… but that may not work, he realized.
Even despite the sword’s fabled blessing—that he who wielded it would not bleed—he couldn’t be certain it was true. At least, not for him.
Neither was Morwen to be underestimated.
She was frighteningly powerful, even despite her recent misfortunes. If she should happen to take her own grisial hud back… if she destroyed his instead…
Running a hand across the stubble of his beard, he studied the crystals attached to each reliquary and chain.
Something in his gut told him that those crystals were profoundly important. Without them, the compartments they were attached to would be nothing but empty metal. They needed each other, and they needed to remain whole. The way he’d laid them across the floor… one good strike would destroy them both… and then come what may.
Lifting the sword, he fell to his knees, praying for the second time in as many days.
Making the sign of the cross, he kissed his thumb, then raised the sword aloft, taking it firmly with both hands as he continued to pray—not for his own soul, though he knew it to be in peril, but for Rhiannon and her sisters.
He prayed for England.
He prayed for forgiveness.
Most of all, he prayed for good aim.
And then he lowered the sword with a thunderous crack that resounded throughout the castle, smashing both crystals into smidirín.



Chapter
Thirty-Six

The battle commenced without pomp or ceremony, signaling itself with a new influx of birds. More, and more, and more arrived, till the entire field before Amdel Castle appeared black with their numbers. Squawking noisily, crows and ravens quarreled amidst themselves, pecking and diving at one another as though vying for territory. And even as their numbers grew, so too did the cacophony, until the sound was maddening and the air held a note of menace.
Down in the yard, the wolfhound began to howl.
Presently, dark clouds rolled in, bearing with them the silent menace of lightning. Heavy with mist, the air held a wintry chill uncommon for the kalends of August.
Trying not to think about Cael, or his forced confession, Rhiannon shivered over the sight that greeted her as she arrived on the ramparts with her sisters. After the first inrush of birds, Warkworth’s seneschal had come to retrieve them from the solar. At once, they’d equipped themselves for war and reconvened on the parapet, dressed in mail.
Morwen would strike at the most opportune time. For a dewine, this would be the Golden Hour—those delicate moments during which the Veil between worlds was at its thinnest and the hud was at its strongest. These twilight moments came twice every day with the gloaming. Some folks called the half-light a witchlight because it was during this time when otherworldly creatures drifted into the Realm of the Living: The faefolk danced through their sacred groves, changelings came to trade for babes, shapeshifters changed their forms, will-o’-the-wisps revealed themselves and banshees howled into the wind.
By now, both the inner and outer baileys had been warded, but it was difficult to say how effective those outer wards would be without walls to protect the circlet and spell.
Right now, those birds were well outside their periphery, but wards like these were easy to breach, and not even Elspeth knew for certain how to keep Morwen’s ravens outside their proximity without help from the Goddess.
Like a pentagram, a circlet was only intended to harness magik into a specific area. It wasn’t a deterrent to physical forms. In fact, it was quite easy to disarm a warding spell simply by stumbling over its lines.
Mercifully, Morwen herself could not enter the premises unbidden. But, to ban a person from entry, one must speak their name, and Morwen’s soldiers were all nameless.
Warkworth’s warriors came prepared; under the seneschal’s direction, archers now formed a defensive line on the ramparts. Another defensive line two-men deep defended the inner bailey. Barrels of pitch were being boiled, poised to defend the gate. The postern door had also been warded and barred, and a handful of soldiers had been assigned to the gate.
However, there were not nearly enough men to defend the outer bailey, and slowly, slowly, slowly… the birds came closer and closer… alighting on the remnants of the burnt outer wall, breaching that barrier to amass in the outer bailey. Although, fortunately, as of yet, they had not come near the wards Elspeth had placed…
Because it was presumed that Morwen would attempt to barter for the things she most valued, Prince Eustace was dragged from the oubliette, hands bound, and brought to the ramparts. At the moment, he looked nothing at all like the arrogant bully who’d enjoyed picking on those less fortunate. Hungry, dirty and tired, he sat where they bade him to sit, and perhaps only bided his time, still hoping that Morwen would free him. With his head in his hands and his winter grey eyes so like his father’s, he sat looking like the broken man he was.
Rhiannon didn’t want to feel pity for him, and yet, she did.
She knew what it felt like to be discarded, and she knew what it felt like not to be valued. Only she would never have taken her fury out on others, as he had.
Sweet fates. What must it be like to feel so little compassion for human suffering, or the lives of others, that one would put an entire castle to the torch?
It was no wonder they kept Wilhelm from the King’s son, because if that were Rhiannon’s family murdered by his hand, she might, indeed, have killed him herself, pity bedamned.
Now, she watched from the ramparts, along with her sisters and Marcella as Morwen’s birds transformed themselves into soldiers in the blink of an eye. It happened so swiftly, there wasn’t a change to note. They were simply birds one instant, the next, black-clad soldiers, armed with glittering swords, exactly like those soldiers her sisters had encountered at the Widow’s Tower. “She’s here,” announced Seren, rubbing her arms.
“Someone fetch Giles.”
“I’ll go,” offered Edmund.
Giles and Wilhelm were both in the courtyard preparing their best line of defense, and if there was a bright side to be found, it was this: They wouldn’t have to worry about any siege. But, alas, neither did they have the resources to win hand-to-hand. As it was, they hadn’t even the numbers to hold the castle for long, nor enough missiles to keep Morwen’s army at bay. Rhiannon begged the Goddess for mercy.
“I hope she’s listening,” said Rosalynde.
“What of Cael?” asked Elspeth. “Has he emerged yet?”
Rhiannon shook her head, even now dreading the sight of her husband as much as she dreaded the coming battle. Their time was up.
What would he say?
What could she say?
For all Rhiannon knew, he had already slipped away, and even now he was out there… with Morwen—his benefactress and
mistress.
“Nay,” said Seren, reading Rhiannon’s mind, and Rhiannon frowned.
She had always been better at mindspeaking than any of her sisters. And, in fact, until now, she had been better at everything than everybody, except Morwen. It was wholly unnerving to discover that Seren was suddenly the better, stronger, wiser dewine—and neither was she accustomed to her sister’s altered appearance, although for Wilhelm’s part, he seemed unfazed by the changes in his wife, and if anything, he seemed relieved—as they should all be.
As the dark clouds grew darker, Rosalynde waved a hand, speaking softly to entreat the Goddess…
Goddess of light, protect us this night.
Ye who would harm, ye who would maim,
Proceed and face the same.
By all on high and law of three,
This is my will, so mote it be.
“Alas,” said Marcella. “I fear it will not constrain her.”
“It’s something,” said Ellie.
And then they waited. All together. All five dewines stood watching as the Golden Hour arrived, and the fields continued to pepper with soldiers, until every puddle bore boots.
An even colder mist crept out from the woodlands, crawling slowly toward the castle, frosting the air so that it was possible to spy one’s breath. Rhiannon rubbed her arms vigorously, fear rising up her spine like an icy tide.
When finally, Morwen arrived, she came with reinforcements—Welsh standards raised high against the setting sun. But they did not rush the castle. Instead, they moved closer, and closer until the foreground was a crush of black and metal.
And then, suddenly, a sea of men parted before the Witch Queen, as they had during the battle of the Tower, her soldiers standing quietly, allowing her to pass.
In she rode, astride some enormous black horse, her black hair plaited for war and her armor shining dully. And yet, though she was unmistakable, there was a horse and rider trailing behind her who wasn’t immediately recognizable—not until she came closer.
Rhiannon gasped.
Marcella snarled.
“Christ!” said Giles.
Rhiannon’s heart kicked violently against her ribs, as Giles immediately moved to restrain Marcella, who started screaming.
“Do not harm him, Morwen! Kill him and I will slay you myself!”
It was Jack.
Hands bound at his back, with a bloodied cloth shoved ruthlessly into his mouth, he was stripped of his armor, including his clothing. Naked as the day he was begot, he sat astride his courser, his wide blue eyes peering up into the ramparts, speaking words his mouth could not…
Do not treat with her, he said.
Rhiannon’s heart gripped with fear.
Morwen halted outside missile range, tugging at Jack’s lead rope, pulling his horse up beside her. “I’ve brought you a gift,” she said sweetly, her voice echoing unnaturally across the misty, puddled field.
Poor, poor Jack!
Rhiannon attempted to connect with him and found his heart flame beating savagely.
Jack, she said. Oh, my dear, sweet Jack.
I am sorry, he said stoically.
We will trade for you! she said. We have Eustace!
Nay, my lady, do not. Do not treat with her, he said bravely, and even from this distance, Rhiannon could see that his shoulders lifted and his chin hitched defiantly.
Raucous laughter reached the ramparts. Clearly, having heard their mindspoken words, the Witch Goddess was heartily amused. And yet, Jack never once said from whence he’d come, Rhiannon realized. Had he somehow managed to keep that from Morwen?
Even now, could Drakewich’s soldiers be en route?
Rhiannon prayed it was true.
“Let us treat!” demanded Morwen. “You have something that belongs to me. I wouldst have it returned. Moreover, as a sign of your enduring good will, I will require the traitors Cael d’Lucy and Marcella le Fae. Send both to me now, and I shall free this man-child and leave you in peace.”
Behind her, her entire black-clad army shifted in preparation. At the flick of her fingers, all the Welsh bowmen in her company moved forward.
Do not treat with her, begged Jack desperately, shaking his head, and Morwen laughed. “Fool,” she said, glancing at her defiant prisoner. “Do you not realize I can hear you?”
Go to hell, you spawn of the devil!
“Quite to the contrary,” she said mirthfully, and tears pricked at Rhiannon’s eyes because she understood what Jack was saying, and it was true. Whatever transpired, they should not barter with Morwen. And, to that end, he’d already decided he would die for this cause. And die he would, Rhiannon knew, and she swallowed the tears that rose to choke her. Her gaze sought Marcella, but Marcella’s eyes were only for Jack.
Eyes burning, Rhiannon’s gaze returned to Jack. Sadly, he would die without ever having told Marcella his true heart, and he would die before earning his sword.
Behind her, Giles seized the brat Prince by his hair and dragged him over onto the edge of the parapet. “You want the King’s son, Morwen? Give us Jack and we’ll give him to you,” he offered. “If, indeed, you wish to rule, you will not do so without him.”
“Rule?” said Morwen, laughing. “Rule!” She laughed to her leisure, then stopped, and then, again, when they believed she would speak, she laughed a moment longer, and finally declared, “What need have I for a poppet when I am already a queen?”
She waved a hand. “Do you not see who follows me, Prince of Paladins? Here, I have brought you Wales!” she exclaimed. “I am the Chosen One. I am the key to Heaven on Earth. What have you but a snotty little boy—the weakling son of a usurper, who, even now, slumps in his throne, heavy with defeat!”
A frisson of fear rushed down Rhiannon’s spine as Giles held the King’s son closer to the edge of the parapet, his temper rising. “P-Please d-don’t!” whined the Prince. “P-Please! My father will treat with you. He’ll give you aught you ask for. I will give you gold!”
Giles ignored him. “Neither have we any need for a sniveling fool, who cares more for his own turds than he does for his people!”
“Of that we are in accord,” said Morwen evenly. She lifted a hand. “Therefore, let us be rid of the wretch!” she declared, and waved a hand, commanding her bowmen.
A host of arrows flew at the Prince’s breast, every one finding its mark, narrowly missing Giles. Alas, their own bowmen could not answer in kind. The Welsh were famed for their precision; their arrows more deadly and their projection farther than England’s. The impact gave the Prince’s body a succession of violent twitches. Looking like a pinpush, he crumpled to his knees. Startled, Giles de Vere released him, and Eustace fell forward, tumbling lifelessly into the motte.
So swiftly the King’s heir was gone.
So swiftly a father’s legacy was done.
If, indeed, he’d meant to reconsider a treaty with Duke Henry, this would be the death of his waffling. And yet, Morwen was only toying with them as yet, perhaps realizing they hadn’t proper numbers to fight her. First, she would have her fun, and then she would have her vengeance. Still, Giles insisted. “We’ll not treat with you! Free the boy!”
Morwen shrugged. “I see no boy,” she said. “I see a man, fledgling though he might be. A grown man with choices, and he made one. So mote it be.” Without warning, she unsheathed her sword and turned to run it through Jack’s heart.
Fight and prevail, said Jack, even as the blood gurgled into his throat, the fresh tide turning the cloth in his mouth even more crimson yet. He slumped forward in the saddle, and Morwen shoved his lifeless body off the horse, into the muck.
Seeing this, Marcella’s scream rent the air; it was the beginning of chaos.
A bolt of lightning struck the keep behind them, the sound like a god’s fury.
Morwen’s soldiers silently marched forward, closing in on the castle, like mindless lemmings. The first line of defense fell into the motte, then turned upon their brethren, and seeing this unexpected sorcery, Morwen raged anew. Her scream sent forth a host of locusts swarming toward the castle, only to meet the sisters’ wards and be thwarted.
Down in the field, the battle was fully engaged. Beguiled and confused, some of Morwen’s soldiers fought each other, hand to hand. Up on the ramparts, Warkworth’s archers waited for the seneschal’s command. Knowing their missiles were scarce, he waited until the second line of Morwen’s army was close enough, then shouted, “Loose!”
A flight of arrows whizzed through the air, and Seren waved a hand and said:
Fire in the air, fire on the ground!
The arrows erupted with witchfire, leaving smoke in their wake as they descended. Every mark they met igniting with searing blue flames. Men screamed, but those horrifying sounds that came from their mouths were akin to squawks.
Thunder cracked; the skies emptied. Lightning brightened the fields as a swarm of creatures launched into the air, bodies morphing from man to bird. Some flew away, some tested the wards, breaching their defense with little effort, only to dive upon their prey.
Elspeth hadn’t the same level of skills as her sisters. She focused on the horses of those Welsh soldiers, commanding them all to unseat their riders. In answer, a wave of soldiers flew from their mounts, rolling into the muck, and she did it again, and again, until all Morwen’s reinforcements were forced to fight afoot, slogging through boggy fields in the downpour.
Only Morwen’s horse held its rider, but she struggled to retain it. “I should have snuffed your first breaths!” she raged, shaking her fist at the daughters.
Only now that her soldiers were grounded, Rosalynde focused on the fields, and all those remaining puddles, turning each one into quagmires, so that they sucked at the boots of passing soldiers, pulling them down into quicksand.
More screams and squawks rent the air. Swords clashed; metal rang. Somewhere down in the fray, Jack’s body lay trampled.
The thought made Rhiannon’s heart ache, but clearly not more than Marcella’s. At one point during the melee, whilst everyone was otherwise engaged, Marcella flew down the stairs. Shouting vengefully, she cast open the gates. Sword in hand, the witch-paladin marched out from the inner bailey, straight toward her once beloved, intent upon doing what she knew best—wresting the head from Morwen’s body. She might not have the same affinities as the Pendragon sisters, but she knew how to use a blade, and with deadly precision. As though called upon by her wrath, more soldiers arrived on the battlefield and Rhiannon feared the battle was done.
“D’Lucy!” shouted Wilhelm. “D’Lucy!”
Rhiannon’s heart quivered, thinking that Cael had finally arrived to join them on the ramparts. But nay… nay… those were Drakewich’s standards marching toward them—hundreds of men, all sporting a similar dragon banner as Cael’s. And then, from the woodlands came yet another wave of reinforcements, all bearing Scotia’s standard, with Malcom Scott at the helm.
Flanked between them, Morwen’s soldiers crushed themselves together, pushing the first line into the motte as Marcella fought her way across the bridge, here and there shoving Morwen’s soldiers into the motte. They emerged time and again, only to fall behind her, and by the time she’d made her way into the crush, their numbers had grown.
But it was not enough.
Like Jack, she would die if she dared to face Morwen alone, and foremost in Rhiannon’s mind was the fear that now that the gates were open wide, their wards would all be breached. Once those circles were broken, the magik used to protect them would be useless.
She and her dewine sisters shared a look, and a shiver rushed up Rhiannon’s spine as each of her sisters unsheathed a sword…
No time for kisses.
No time for embraces.
No time for good-byes.
No time for regrets.
No time for uncertainty.
It was impossible to say how many new warriors had joined the battle, but the match was still heavily skewed in Morwen’s favor. One last look passed between the sisters as the battle entered their gates. And then, one by one they turned to engage, and Rhiannon hadn’t any more time to wonder about Cael. She had a fleeting thought that his would not be the last arms she would fall upon, and then a dark shadow crossed the sky—a great, winged creature. A bird, no… an angel, descending from the heavens.
It did not alight on the ramparts. Rather, it flew over their heads, straight toward Morwen, landing at the Witch Queen’s feet, standing tall amidst a fury of ringing swords.
Rhiannon blinked, then screamed, realizing who it was…
It was Cael.



Chapter
Thirty-Seven

Nothing else fazed her—not the dead lying at her feet, nor the battle engaged. Only now, her face twisted with fury at the sight of Cael, changed in form. “You fool!” she spat. “You’ve no idea what you have done!”
“Oh, I think I do,” said Cael, stretching his feathered wings. Black as a raven’s, they extended twice the length of his body—a dark angel in the flesh.
So, it appeared, destroying the crystals did not destroy the souls they were bound to.
Cael had been wrong: The grisial hud was not his sepulcher; it was a key. But simply destroying the crystal did not sprout him wings. Rather, it was a result of destroying the binding spell that Morwen had placed upon his grisial hud. Indeed, she had summoned him back to this world, but she had cast yet another spell with blood magik to ensure that he could not make use of the gifts he’d been given by virtue of Nesta’s sacrifice. Rage unfurled his wings.
“Without it, your soul is bound to this realm,” she said furiously. “Return me mine!” she demanded, thrusting out her hand.
Cael smiled coldly. “I’m afraid I can’t do that,” he said, and the two stood facing each other, one dark angel, one light. His key was to the dominion of the Horned God of Donn, the Dark One from the House of the Dead. She was a daughter of the Goddess, banished for her sins against man. Her body might now be consigned to this world, but her spirit had no refuge. At least he had his sanctuary with the Horned God. Truth was his guiding light now, banishing uncertainty from his heart and his brow. All things were revealed in the destruction of his grisial
hud.
Morwen raged.
The sky exploded.
Thunder cracked.
Lightning forked.
The Witch Queen stood facing her equal and opposite, her fury so intense that it produced silvered wings. They unfurled to the breadth of his own. Beautiful and terrifying—as he must also be. Morwen’s golden eyes radiated the light of ten suns. Her hair and brows silvered the shade of her wings… the color of Seren’s hair.
She was Sylphkind, as was he. But though she was born with Sylph blood in her veins, Cael was made through grace. Nesta had given her life with love, paying his toll to the House of the Dead. Only this time, when he returned, he would remain forevermore, serving the Horned God beneath the Hill of Truth.
A dark figure emerged from the battlefield, rising to the aid of his mistress. Mordecai descended upon them, his face twisting and morphing, his features ebbing and flowing like smoke.
SLOGGING THROUGH THE MUCK, Rhiannon rushed from the castle, Cael’s wolfhound running behind her, and Morwen smiled gleefully.
“Here she comes,” said the Witch Queen. “At long last she will see you for what you truly are—a servitor of death. How appropriate it was for you to serve as the King’s executioner.”
BREATHLESS, terrified, Rhiannon stumbled after Marcella.
Waylaid by soldiers, the paladin paused only to fight.
Driven to reach Cael, Rhiannon fought her way past soldier after soldier, her limbs heavy with metal as rain seeped past the rings of her suit. Burdensome as it was, the sword in her hand threatened to slip from her grasp. When she stumbled into a puddle, she rose again to face one of Morwen’s black-clad soldiers. Crying out in desperation, she responded with a swing of her sword. The clash of metal left her ears ringing and her hand numb. Dropping the sword, she bent to reach for it, slicing her hand in the process. If it weren’t for Marcella coming to her rescue, Morwen’s soldier would have taken her head where she knelt.
“Go!” said Marcella, reaching down to grasp the muddied sword and handing it back to Rhiannon. “Go,” she said again, her stark green eyes commanding Rhiannon to rise.
Now is not the time for weakness.
Now is not the time to falter.
“Go!”
Summoning all her might and the last of her will, Rhiannon rose again, and ran, her sides aching now. Somehow, she managed to evade more crossing swords, and made it past stumbling horses, men crawling from the muck, soldiers in the midst of combat…
“Spirit of vision, Spirit of night. Cast me a shadow to shield me from sight,” she whispered desperately.
Do not see me!
Do not see me!
Do not see me!
Behind her, she knew that Marcella defended her back, but Rhiannon daren’t look now to see how close. She could scarcely lift her own sword, dragging it after her, determined to reach Cael. Once more when she stumbled, she felt the wolfhound beside her, nudging her up, snarling and snapping at anyone who came near. Somehow, thanks to the hound, she discovered her feet again, and ran again, breathless and anguished.
How could they possibly defeat Morwen?
Here, amidst so many clashing swords, she felt outnumbered and hopeless.
This time when she stopped, the wolfhound stopped again by her side, snarling at the Shadow Beast.
Mordecai.
“Cael,” she cried, stunned by the sight of him.
Crouched, preparing to pounce, the wolfhound growled.
Sweet fates! Cael was exactly as her mother was—both avenging angels. Larger than life, they stood facing one another, wings outstretched to catch silvery droplets of rain. The Goddess herself wept to see her children enraged.
Morwen turned to face her and the light from her eyes made Rhiannon shield her face. Her beauty was startling, her aura shining as brightly as the metal of the sword Cael had tucked behind his back…
Caledfwlch.
The Sword of Ages.
And her husband… his aura dark as a storm-ridden sky… dark as the specter of death… beautiful as well, though even more terrifying for the visage he wore.
What would he do?
Would he join Morwen?
What would he do?
There is one among us who could be swayed, Marcella had said…
It was Cael.
Alas, there was no time to consider her folly or faith.
In his Shadow Beast form, part serpent, part dragon, part raven, Mordecai faced Cael, his thick tail rising behind him, like a viper preparing to strike…
“Evil, conniving bitch!” screamed Marcella, reaching them at last, distracting everyone for the briefest instant—long enough for Rhiannon to leap at the Shadow Beast, taking him by the chain he wore about his neck.
The wolfhound pounced as well, sinking its teeth into Mordecai’s leg but failing to find purchase. In the meantime, Marcella
swung her sword, and Rhiannon summoned those words she remembered her sister speaking in the woodlot south of Whittlewood and Salcey…
I call the fifth to me!
Goddess, hear my plea!
Of smoke and mist you may be born.
But now I bind you here in mortal form.
“Now!” she screamed. “Do it now!” she demanded, and Cael wasted no time.
Advancing on Mordecai, he drew the ancient sword from its scabbard.
“I love you,” she cried, releasing the shadow beast perforce and raising her own sword, preparing to join Marcella. But it was too late for the paladin. Even as they watched, Morwen grew a speared tail, whipping Marcella with it. The wolfhound snarled and leapt once more into the fray, but Morwen wrapped Marcella up, wresting her close. Then, with a cruel smile, she said, “Shall I say I once loved you, as well?”
“Go to hell!” hissed Marcella, blood seeping from the corners of her mouth.
It happened so quickly. Morwen tossed her away, hard, so easily. The witch-paladin’s body landed with a sickening thud yards from where they stood. She didn’t rise again.
Morwen turned to Rhiannon then, her smile cool as the mist now roiling about them. The wolfhound whimpered as she thrust out a hand and tossed him away, as well, then with a slam of her hand, she compelled Rhiannon to her knees.
Too late, Rhiannon heard her sisters’ voices, searching.
Seren.
Rosalynde.
Elspeth.
Ignoring everyone, Morwen kept her attention on her second-eldest daughter. She raised a hand to her as though to strike, but she couldn’t do so without gloating. “You thought you would be Regnant; look at you now—piteous and powerless!”
“Mercy for my husband!” Rhiannon begged, haplessly. “Mercy for my sisters!”
Morwen scoffed, until she heard Seren’s voice.
“She might not be Regnant, but I am,” said her sister, and Morwen turned to find Seren holding back her soldiers, her hand lifted so no one could pass.
“You?”
“Aye,” said Seren, with a smirk. “Me.”
“I’ll deal with you in a moment,” she said, her countenance darkening. She returned her attention to Rhiannon, stabbing a finger into the air, and Rhiannon shrieked in pain.
Behind Morwen, the Shadow Beast lost its head. Finally, it crumpled to the ground, its body withering where it lay. As it had once before, the wisp of Mordecai’s soul returned to the grisial hud hanging around his neck. Even as they watched, it was all that remained—a tangle of silver with a darkened crystal, and Rhiannon gave her husband a tremulous smile.
“Leave her!” said Cael.
Morwen turned to him slowly, and said, “Lest you forget, she is mine, Dragon Lord! Born of my blood!” Without even looking her way, she spun a hand at Seren, and Seren found herself cocooned by a fine web of mist, and then Rhiannon as well, fine tendrils of mist coiling about her neck and tightening very slowly, leaving Rhiannon struggling to breathe.
Sweet fates, she couldn’t even lift a hand to her throat to clear the way for a breath. Her face felt hot and engorged, her lips swollen and inflamed.
Air!
She needed air!
“You’ll have to kill me first!” said Cael, as Rhiannon gasped for breath.
Her mother laughed, delighted. “So be it, Dragon Lord,” she said with the silkiness of a cat, stretching her terrible silver wings.
Without warning, both dragon beasts erupted from the ground in a flurry of feathers, rising above the mist now grown so thick that Rhiannon could scarcely see. She tried to move but couldn’t. She could only watch helplessly as Seren struggled to free herself, and then suddenly there was Elspeth.
“Rhiannon!”
Hands tugged at the bindings of her throat, loosening them so she could breathe again. More hands joined the struggle, but Rhiannon could only stare haplessly into the heavens as cold rain pelted her face, a downpour so violent it stung her cheeks.
“Cael,” she whispered hoarsely, brokenly, but there was nothing she could do. Nothing she could say. No spell she could weave. No sword she could wield. The one she’d born in her hand now lay in the mud. Overhead, both dragon beasts vanished into the storm, and Rhiannon could see little as twilight turned to dusk, and the sound of thunder reverberated throughout.
Now they appeared, then disappeared, their tussling forms visible only in glimpses. Over and over the winged creatures spun and turned—one black, one silver—whirling about through the lowering skies, like a maelstrom.
Feigning, then advancing and parrying, they were half man, half beast, entirely mortal now without the crystals. At last, Morwen tumbled down, then surged up, lifting her sword with the speed of lightning, stabbing Cael with it as he fell into her, straight through his heart.
Roaring in pain, mortally injured, Cael somehow managed to raise his own sword and slashed it down across Morwen’s throat, severing her head in one fell swoop.
Like Mordecai’s, her soul withdrew from her body like smoke, then dissipated into the storm, and all at once, Cael’s body plummeted to the ground.
The sound of fury died in that moment, and a rush of black wings darkened the sky as Morwen’s birds took flight.



Chapter
Thirty-Eight

Rhiannon was the first to reach Cael.
Desperately, she knelt by his side, tears streaming down her cheeks as she scooped his bloodied head into her lap. “My sweet love,” she said. “My dearest, sweet love.”
He smiled weakly. “It’s only a flesh wound,” he said, and she nearly wept with joy, because, indeed, the spot on his tunic where Morwen had stabbed him was free of blood. His cheeks were still full of life, high with color. Retracting into his body, his wings had vanished by the time everyone else arrived. With Morwen’s death, her soldiers fled. All her Welsh kings retreated into the woods. The mist vanished as well, and once the field was visible again in the waning daylight, only a few dozen bodies remained—mostly Welsh, though a number were allies. Their bodies lay twisted amidst a veritable sea of dead birds.
Later, they found Jack, trampled and dead.
Marcella was alive, though barely.
Rhiannon’s sisters rushed the paladin into the castle, prepared to do what they must to save her life. Thankfully, everyone else survived.
Giles, unharmed.
Wilhelm, unharmed.
Edmund, unharmed.
The wolfhound, his left-back-leg injured, and limping, but healing.
And Rhiannon… only her heart ached… ached with love for the man who lay resting in her arms, his face so painfully lovely that it made her heart hurt only to see it. “You are not a Shadow Beast,” she said, a hard lump forming in her throat.
His answering smile was as beauteously radiant as his face.
He was Sylphkind, pure and true.
A terrible, beautiful, fallen angel… like her mother.
Only better, kinder, stronger.



Epilogue
WINCHESTER CATHEDRAL, NOVEMBER 1153

Eustace of Blois died of mysterious circumstances. Some claimed the King’s son was poisoned. Others said his heart had failed him, crushed by his father’s betrayal. Still others claimed they’d caught a glimpse of the man as he was readied for interment, and his body was riddled with wormy holes. With concern for a plague, the Church remanded his body for burial, and not even his own father could see him in death. There was, however, a public funeral, open to the many, attended only by a few. Now, with the death of the King’s eldest son and heir, Wallingford’s treaty was ratified at last. Signed before witnesses by both the King and Duke Henry, it was agreed that, as his adopted son and successor, Henry Fitz Empress would assume England’s throne on Stephen’s death. In the meantime, though he would retain his royal authority, Stephen promised to heed all of Duke Henry’s advice. Moreover, in exchange for promises of security for his lands, his youngest son, William, now Count of Boulogne and Earl of Surrey, agreed to do homage to Henry and renounce all claims to the throne.
Several strategic strongholds were held by guarantors on the Duke’s behalf. All taxes were to be paid as usual, and all foreign mercenaries were demobilized and dispatched. Those who were exiled, including the Archbishop of Canterbury, returned with the King’s blessings.
Stephen and Henry sealed their treaty with a kiss of peace at Winchester Cathedral, in a ceremony attended by his barons, and their wives. Thereafter, there was a feast held in the Duke’s honor, with dignitaries from the Church in attendance.
Marcella recovered quickly enough to join her true mistress, the Empress, as a witness to the ceremony at Winchester. She remained thereafter as Matilda’s personal guard.
Weary though he was, and resigned to the circumstances, the King himself remained in good spirits. But though he welcomed his barons in good standing, he ordered those who were not to be executed by his Rex Militum—one final mission for the sake of the realm.
Thereafter, “The Company” was formally disbanded, all its members dispatched to their holdings, and their names stricken from the royal archives.
As for the Papal Guard, if, indeed, it continued its commissions, no records remained, nor were any of its officers ever named.
At long last, the Witch Queen was defeated. No one knew precisely where she’d gone, though it mattered not at all—at least not to anyone who didn’t know the truth.
Alas, Rhiannon and her sisters knew: Morwen was not dead.
In this world, all things were connected, living or dead. Her spirit was out there, somewhere, waiting for another opportunity to return…
And still, for the moment, there was peace.
To commemorate their victory over evil, the Church made yet another decree: The Pendragon name should be banned from further assumption. The dragon pennants were retired with Uther’s son Arthur. And, furthermore, on pain of excommunication, no man could bear witness to the events that unfolded at Amdel. So far as all histories were concerned, no battle ever took place there. The Welsh kings were never present. Avalon did not exist. Wild Wales must now be tamed. Magik was no more than a dream.
Gathered outside Winchester Cathedral, Seren, Rose, Ellie and Rhiannon all stood saying their farewells to Marcella. The paladin’s task before rejoining the Empress in Rouen, would be to visit Jack’s mother in Calais… if for naught else, to give her sympathies, and to award the woman his effects, along with a generous stipend from the Church for his services.
Joined by their husbands, the sisters were summoned back inside the vestibule, and there, after all these long, long years, stood their half-sister, the Empress Matilda, along with her son, the future king of England. “I am told you are all to be commended,” said the Empress, casting a brief glance toward Marcella le Fae. Her gaze fell first upon Elspeth, and she nodded her gratitude, grasping Elspeth’s hand, and holding it delicately. “You above all, I must give my gratitude. We have endured,” she said. “Against our enemies, and against the odds, we stand tall in the eyes of God.” She patted Elspeth’s hand. “Our father would be proud.”
Elspeth inclined her head, and said, “We remain in your service, Your Eminence.”
Rhiannon said nothing. She reached for the arm of her beloved and drew him back, letting her sisters enjoy Matilda’s attention, because she and Matilda were not related by blood.
The Empress and her son exchanged pleasantries with her sisters and their husbands, laughing easily amidst themselves; the sight of them all together made Rhiannon’s heart swell with pride. “England will never know how close it came to its doom,” said Cael.
Rhiannon grinned up at her husband and said, “This I know.”
“And you, my beauteous wife, you may never get your proper thanks, except from me.” He bent to whisper into her ear. “But I vow I’ll find new ways to express my undying love and gratitude for the rest of my days.”
Fearing his whisper would carry in the vestibule, Rhiannon squeezed his arm to silence him, but he wouldn’t be silenced. He pulled her aside, taking her into his arms. Haplessly, she gazed up at her beautiful, loyal husband, her dark angel, in truth. Though he might never again spread his wings on earth, she knew the truth—as all who were there to witness did as well: Angels did exist and walked amongst men.
But so, too, did witches.
“Rhiannon,” said Matilda, her shrewd gaze finding Rhiannon’s at last. And then, she and her son came to address her and Cael. “I am told you, in particular, are to be honored.” As she had with Elspeth, she reached out to seize Rhiannon by the hand, patting it gently. “I only wish you to know that… I
know.” She nodded very meaningfully, and said, “Your loyalty will be rewarded, my sister. And please, do remember, if ever you should find yourself in Rouen… my house is your house.”
“Thank you, Empress,” said Rhiannon graciously as Duke Henry insinuated himself into the conversation to kiss Cael upon both cheeks.
“Lord Blackwood,” he said. “’Tis good to see you again. I trust you are enjoying your new commission?” As Marcher Lord.
“I am,” said Cael. “I am grateful for the trust you’ve placed in me, my Prince, and I will endeavor to serve you well.”
“I know you will,” said Duke Henry, patting Cael’s shoulder. “It was well deserved,” he said with a wink, and then he reached over to tap his mother on the elbow, nodding toward his uncle to remind her of the procession still waiting to be greeted outside.
The Empress smiled fondly, and said to all, “Go with God, until we meet again.”
“And you, as well,” said the sisters in unison.
Together, they stood, watching with pride—and relief—as the Empress, along with Duke Henry, made their way out with King Stephen to greet the shouting masses.
High up on a narrow window, two black birds sat watching from a distance… two female crows, one bent-legged, one young with shining blue-black wings. Silent and watchful, they were joined by a third crow… this one a hefty young rook. As the guests turned to leave, it spoke a single discernible word: “Jaaack!”
Rhiannon turned to locate the creature, finding all three crows together, her gaze sought Seren’s. Her sister nodded and winked.
“Jaaack!” said the crow. “Jaaack! Jaaack!”



Author’s Note
Dearest reader,
This series was crafted with love, interwoven with true historical events, with loving nods toward the Arthurian tales. Obviously, as fantastical as my story is, it’s a figment of my imagination. However, I tried to stay true to those real-life characters and events I’ve included, weaving them into my story with the utmost respect.
Cerridwen, Taliesin and their brood are mostly taken from the Mabinogion, and early Welsh Folklore. Naturally, I’ve taken literary license to fashion Cerridwen as the Mother of Avalon, and attributed the legendary isle’s demise to her as well.
Of course, no one knows whether Avalon truly existed and no record has ever been found of the mythical isle. Some sources claim ancient Glastonbury, completely surrounded by marshlands, is, in fact, the mythical isle. In Welsh, this island is called Ynys Afallach, which literally means the Island of Apples—probably because this fruit once grew there in abundance. Appropriate, in a way, if we consider Avalon to be the original Garden of Eden, and this it would be, if Cerridwen were, in fact, an angel sent to guard the realms of men.
On the more Earthly side, Eustace of Blois was generally considered to be unfit to rule. He was a spoiled, greedy baron, often taxing his barons injuriously. He did, indeed, die during the Ides of August in 1153, shortly after storming out of his father’s peace conference, and raiding and looting Bury St. Edmunds. The manner of his death has long been the subject of speculation, with many people claiming he was poisoned by his enemies to remove him from succession, probably so his father would finally agree to the proposed treaty with Duke Henry.
Of course, King Stephen did “steal” his uncle’s throne, and he and the Empress Matilda engaged in a nearly twenty year battle to restore that throne to its rightful heirs. In the end, the Church backed Henry I’s grandson, and so began the reign of the Plantagenets.
Maelgwn ap Cadwallon, also known as Maelgwn Gwynedd, was also a true historical figure. He was the Dragon Lord of Anglesey and he did inherit the dragon pennants from his father. Although little is known of him, precisely, I tried to remain true to what I learned. According to contemporary sources, he was actually an ally of Rome, and he fought many, many battles with them against invading Saxons. He did kill his uncle, and he did enter a monastery. He was also said to have died of a “Yellow Plague.” One tale claims he was cursed by Taliesin, another claims he was cursed by a sword—perhaps Excalibur? According to some sources, he’s buried at Llanrhos Church in Wales and to others, on Puffin Island.
Uther himself is a shadowy figure. What is known of him comes from fragments of literature in the Welsh Triads and various other epic poems, including a death song in the Book of Taliesin. His biography, as we know it, was first written by Geoffrey of Monmouth in his Historia Regum Britanniae. But, in fact, the name “Uther” has never appeared otherwise in contemporary records. Some historians believe that his name Uther is a descriptor, derived from Welsh uthr meaning “terrible” and that he was possibly a historical figure called Vortigern, who is sometimes named as King Arthur’s father.
However, though much is written about King Arthur (generally speaking), and he doesn’t live in my story, except as brief mentions, there’s actually no proof that Arthur existed either.
As for Taliesin (also known as Merlin and Emrys throughout literature), he has many mentions throughout the Mabinogion, and there are intriguing new sources that give him an entirely new identity and history, placing him in Scotland. If you want to read more about that, you might enjoy Finding Arthur or Finding Merlin by Adam Ardrey.
Naturally, I took many liberties with all their stories in order to create a rich tapestry, and alternate history for you, one I hope will live in your hearts as much as it does in mine.
In the end, I very much feel these people could have lived in that time and place, and I’m sad to see this story end. But, as they say, all good things must come to an end, and so, with much love, until next time, I leave you with the immortal words of William Butler Yeats from The Celtic Twilight:
“I have desired, like every artist, to create a little world out of the beautiful, pleasant, and significant things of this marred and clumsy world…”
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