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“An epic story… Tanya breathes life into a timeless tale of love and betrayal, blurring the lines of fantasy and history. “
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— USA TODAY BESTSELLING AUTHOR KATHRYN LE VEQUE
“A breathtaking true tale with a touch of Celtic magic, brought to life by a soul-stirring storyteller.”
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“Not simply a romantic fantasy. The characters are complex and do not divulge their thoughts or purpose easily. Crosby has created a balanced, multifaceted genre, one where history’s battle cry is tangible while fingers of fable and fantasy pull and tug the unwary.”
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“Exquisite, lyrical, powerful, and haunting… Gwendolyn of Cornwall’s epic journey… will remain in your heart long after you finish the last page.”
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“Holy Cow! One of my all-time favorite books I have read this year! An absolute masterpiece!”
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“A bit of Fae magic, a bit of Arthurian aura… wrapped around a nugget of British history that has almost disappeared into the mist of time.”
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“Tanya Anne Crosby pens a tale that touches your soul and lives forever in your heart.”
— SHERRILYN KENYON #1 NYT BESTSELLING AUTHOR



SERIES BIBLIOGRAPHY
A BRAND-NEW SERIES


The Golden Prophecy

The Cornish Princess

The Queen’s Huntsman

The Forgotten Prince

Arise the Queen


READER’S GUIDE


Main Characters

Adwen Bryn’s uncle, Duke of Durotriges

Albanactus Brother of Locrinus; “founder” of Alba

Baugh Prydein thane, king in the north

Beryan Father of Taryn

Borlewen Daughter of Duke Cunnedda and cousin to Gwendolyn

Briallen Daughter of Duke Cunnedda and cousin to Gwendolyn

Brutus Trojan by birth, “founder” of Britain

Bryn Durotriges Shadow Guard to Gwendolyn

Caradoc Chieftain of the Catuvellauni

Corineus [cor-en-ee-us] King of Cornwall and Gwendolyn’s father

Cunnedda Gwendolyn’s uncle, Duke of Chysauster

Gwendolyn Daughter of King Corineus and Queen Eseld

Eseld Queen consort of King Corineus and princess of Prydein

Jenefer Daughter of Duke Cunnedda and cousin to Gwendolyn

Kamber Brother of Locrinus; “founder” of Cumbria

Kelan Caradoc’s son; Ely’s husband

Locrinus [lock-ren-us] Son of King Brutus of Troy

Lowenna Wife of Duke Cunnedda and aunt to Gwendolyn

Málik Danann King of the Fae [mah-lick dah-nuhn]

Elowyn (Ely) Durotriges [El-oh-win] Bryn’s sister, and Gwendolyn’s dearest friend

Esme Faerie, with unknown allegiance

Estrildis Loc’s mistress

Habren Loc’s son by Estrildis

Queen Innogen Loc’s mother, wife of Brutus

Talwyn Trevena Mester at Arms

Taryn Beryan’s daughter

Yestin Steward, Trevena
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Caledonia (n) Scotland/Scottish

Chysauster Village in Cornwall

Cymru “Land of friends”

Dryad/Drus Faerie oak spirit

Dumnonia Ancient Cornwall

Ériu [eh-ru] Ancient Ireland

Hyperborea Fabled land whence the Tuatha Dé Danann may have come

Loegria Essentially Wales. Old English, meaning “land of foreigners”

Plowonida Ancient London

Pretania Ancient Britain

Prydein Welsh term for the isle of Britain; for The Cornish Princess, specifically Caledonia/Scotland

Sons of Míl Hiberians who conquered the Tuatha Dé Danann and settled Ireland

Tuatha Dé Danann [too-uh-huh dey -dah-nuhn] - “Tribe of the gods,” ancient race in Irish mythology. Also, Sidhe [shē], Elf, Fae

Wheals Mines

ysbryd y byd Spirit of the world.
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The Four Talismans of the Tuatha Dé Danann

Claímh Solais [Klau-Solas] The sword of light

Lúin of Celtchar Lugh’s spear

Dagda’s Cauldron [DAW-dYAW’s Cauldron]

Lia Fáil [lee-ah-foyl] - The stone of destiny, upon which even Britain’s current kings are crowned.

[image: ]


Awenydds Philosophers, seeking inspiration through bardic arts

Gwyddons/Gwiddons Priest-scientist, believe in divinity of and for all: gwyddon, male; gwiddon, female

Druids Priests, teachers, judges

Llanrhos Druids The most ancient order of Druids occupying the area now known as Anglesey

dewinefolk Witches, faekind
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The seven Prydein tribes

Caledonii Scotland during the Iron Age and Roman eras

Novantae Far northeast of Scotland, including the offshore isles

Selgovae Kirkcudbright and Dumfriesshire, on the southern coast of Scotland

Votadini Southeast Scotland and northeast England

Venicones Fife (now in Scotland) and on both banks of the Tay

Vacomagi Region of Strathspey

Taexali Grampian, small undefended farms and hamlets
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Four Tribes of Ancient Wales

Deceangli Far northern Wales

Silures Southeast of Wales; “people of the rocks”

Ordovices Central Wales; area now known as Gwynedd and south Clwyd

Demetae Southeast coast of Wales
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Three Tribes of Ancient Cornwall

Dumnonii British Celtic tribe who inhabited Dumnonia, the area now known as Devon and Cornwall

Durotriges Devon and parts of Dorset and Somerset

Dobunni West of England

[image: ]


Remaining tribes of Ancient Britain

Atrebates Far south of England, along what is now the Hampshire and Sussex coastline.

Brigantes Northwest of England; Manchester, Lancashire and part of Yorkshire

Iceni East coast of England; Norfolk

Catuvellauni London, Hertfordshire, Bedfordshire, Buckinghamshire, Cambridgeshire, Oxfordshire, parts of Essex, Northamptonshire

Cantium Far Southeast England, Kent and a small part of Sussex

Parisi North and east Yorkshire

Trinovantes Essex and part of Suffolk
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At the risk of repeating myself…

I dedicate this final book to my sisters everywhere.

Wear your crowns with your heads high.

Clutch it against the coming storm.

Never let go.


"We live in two worlds…
the one into which we are born,
and the otherworld born within us.”
— DRUID HOMILY
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The bright blue of Málik’s eyes shrank to pinpricks of light as Gwendolyn continued to twist through the air, falling, flailing—until, at long last, she landed with a thud, disoriented, the end of her journey like that time when, as a wee girl, she went whirling, twirling through a field of sunflowers.

Spinning, spinning, everything wildly adrift—nothing substantial, until unexpectedly… there it was… solid ground… and the abruptness of the impact made her belly roil.

Closing her eyes against a wave of nausea, she lay still, trying to regain her bearings, disoriented and confused, her mind floundering to make sense of what happened.

One minute she was there…

With Málik.

The next…

She was here?

But where was here?

The air was cool and damp, the scent loamy.

Groaning, she fumbled around, encountering…

Pebbles?

Soil?

Her nails scraped against hard stone, and the sack tangled about her fingers was a painful reminder that this was no dream. Gwendolyn was alive, judging by the pang that manifested itself between her shoulder blades—but well was another matter.

Her heart shattered.

“Bloody. Rotten. Elf!” she spat, fighting yet another wave of nausea as she opened her eyes, blinking to find herself surrounded by stars… but nay… not stars…

Piskies.

Their presence transformed this gloom, and with their luminous little wings, they fluttered through the air, creating fitful patterns.

Clearly displeased.

Gwendolyn groaned and tried to rise.

“That is not a pleasant word,” said an undetermined voice.

Gwendolyn blinked, her eyes adjusting to the piskie light.

The Púca?

Somehow, despite knowing his language was not hers, she understood every word he spoke. She blinked against the moving shadows, fighting yet another wave of nausea. It was a good thing she’d not yet broken her fast, or she’d be wearing her victuals right now, and that fact, along with the tone of the creature’s voice, soured her mood as miserably as her belly.

“It is widely regarded as a slur,” explained the creature, who now sat in repose atop a nearby boulder. “You could easily find yourself without a head in the wrong company,” he said calmly. “I’d have a care with that tongue.”

“I have every right to be angry,” Gwendolyn apprised the odd little creature.

Because she did. She hadn’t expected for Málik to shove her through that bloody portal, and that she had been planning to leave him did not, at this instant, merit her confession.

“For your own good,” said the creature. “You needn’t be testy.”

“What is for my own good?” Gwendolyn asked. “This? Where am I anyway?”

Ignoring her now, the Púca rolled to one side, lifting one long, furry leg to lap indecorously at the inside of his thigh… as a cat would do. Its long, pink tongue stretched unnaturally, making quick work of his task.

And then, all the while it continued to groom itself, it hummed—that same tune Gwendolyn recalled from the Druid’s Hall. Only this time when he introduced the words, she understood every one…

A babe was bequeathed by two Fae,

Two gifts, and a lie they say.

One younger, one elder,

One wiser, one skelder,

Then, sniggering, stole away.

“Danger!” shrieked the piskies, as they quickly scattered, taking Gwendolyn’s meager light along with them, abandoning her to the darkness.

The Púca stopped singing and Gwendolyn’s spine tingled with dread at the reverberating sound of heavy footfalls. Unsheathing her Kingslayer, she drew it out onto her lap only to find that the runic inscriptions on the blade were glowing… blue.

“Trolls!” hissed the cat-sidhe.
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“Hide!”

“Where?”

No sooner had the Púca spoken when he shifted form—like a polypous, bearing semblance to the obsidian stone that permeated the grotto. Answering her with silence now, he flattened himself parchment-thin over the boulder, then hugged the stone close as two small, hirsute creatures came sauntering into view.

Gwendolyn’s heart skipped at the sight of them.

These were trolls?

Blood and bloody bones.

She lay splattered along their path, with nowhere to go, and not entirely certain she hadn’t actually broken a bone, judging by yet another pang that materialized between her arse cheeks.

Apparently, Málik didn’t intend to join her.

As he once had in her uncle’s fogous, she’d half expected for him to materialize, and light his Faerie flame.

But no.

Gwendolyn sat unmoving, gaping at her sword glowing blue, the reality of her situation accosting her like a rude, malodorous belch.

No time for tears.

No time for regrets.

And no thanks to Málik, she was lost, undefended and alone, except for this damnable Púca, whose fealty she had yet to discern.

And clearly, he did not intend to defend her.

Indeed, his purpose thus far appeared to be only to present himself as the deamhan on her shoulders—scolding her at will.

Gods knew Gwendolyn didn’t need him to explain that elf wasn’t proper. She wasn’t intending to be proper! Never during the entire time she had known Málik had she been more furious with him.

Ugly and foul, the trolls came marching straight toward Gwendolyn, their snips and snarls filling the grotto, and the closer they came, the brighter the glow of her sword, until she feared the luminesce would give her away.

Trolls, really? Gwendolyn had always imagined them to be giants. They were so oft depicted as large, brutish, grotesque beings—and grotesque they were, brutish as well, but these two were anything but large.

In fact, the tallest of the two was scarcely taller than Gwendolyn. To her mind, they appeared to be more like blighted Fae, which was to say there was still something about them that proclaimed them as Fae, despite their corrupted forms. Both had the same pointed ears and porbeagle teeth as Esme. But whereas Esme’s open-mouthed grin could stop a man’s heart from beating, it would be impossible for either of these two beasts to hide their gobs full of teeth.

Fortunately, neither troll appeared to notice Gwendolyn—thanks to her mithril?

In his present form, the Púca was no help at all.

Oblivious to Gwendolyn’s presence, the trolls continued to argue feverishly, but Gwendolyn couldn’t make out a word they spoke until they stopped an arm’s length from where she sat—so close that if the smallest of the two only retreated a long step backward, he would surely meet the edge of her blade.

Breathe, she commanded herself. Breathe!

Swallowing the knot of fear that bobbed into her throat, Gwendolyn fought the most overwhelming urge to bolt, not daring even to draw back her sword, if only to make certain it wasn’t met by a clumsy, oversized troll foot. The last thing she wanted for one of these creatures to do was to trip over the sword.

“We wants her,” growled the smaller of the two, but then, for all his boldness, he shrank back from his companion’s spittle-filled growl.

Warm slime sprayed Gwendolyn’s cheek, but she daren’t swipe it away, nor even twitch her nose over the terrible smell. Gods. For all that their height had surprised her, they smelled precisely as she’d imagined they should. Never in her life had she smelled the like—except for the one time she and Bryn ferreted away that crate of oysters to the Dragon’s Lair, only to forget about the bloody thing, and return later to find it reeked. These two smelled like that.

“It my idea to search here,” complained the smaller troll and his companion gave him a long-suffering scowl.

Meanwhile, Gwendolyn weighed her options…

If she rose, slowly… she could back away… find shelter… behind a boulder stone, although there were none in sight so large as to conceal her… none except for the one the Púca was using now.

However, the path between them was narrow, and if Gwendolyn intended to join him on the other side of this grotto, she would have to slip between these trolls, and even as she contemplated that possibility, the larger of the two pounced, and the pair erupted into a blur of limbs, moving quicker than Gwendolyn might have imagined two hairy blobs could move. Hissing, snarling, claws swiping at the air, they sidestepped the sword, and Gwendolyn as well. But they didn’t stop till blood spiced the air, and then the smaller of the two retreated, petting his arm and whimpering. “’Tis true what they say about Yavo—Yavo be selfish!” he complained, and then suddenly, his mood changed, and he emitted what Gwendolyn surmised to be a squeal of delight, forgetting his wound as he lifted a long-clawed finger. “We know!” he said gleefully. “We know! Rip ’er in twain!” He poked his blood-stained claw at his partner, then turned it to his own breast. “We get half!” he said, chortling. “We both get half!”

But for all his enthusiasm, the proposal failed to rouse his companion.

“If we rip the girl in twain, she’ll be dead as your pea-sized brain,” said the larger troll, whom Gwendolyn now presumed must be Yavo. “He said alive, so we take her to Manannán alive!”

Manannán?

Gwendolyn blinked, recognizing the name of the Sea God. Without a doubt, she understood these trolls must be speaking of her, but why should they wish to drag her before Manannán? Confused, she furrowed her brow—no less befuddled for the fact that she somehow understood everything these creatures were saying as well.

“But… the King wants her, too,” maintained the smaller troll. “He will pay!”

“We will take her to Manannán!” growled Yavo. “If you argue, I put my blade in your belly.” To emphasize this threat, he laid a hand over a small, but nasty-looking dirk that lay nestled within his belt sheathe, and thereafter, both trolls stood facing one another, neither prepared to capitulate.

For a long while, silence permeated the grotto, punctuated only by the nearby dripping of water from the ceiling.

Drip.

Drop.

Gwendolyn was certain that if these two fought again, she would be caught in the middle. She couldn’t imagine being so fortunate as to escape the fray twice.

Sweat dampened her palms as she cast a prayerful glance at the Púca, who lay still as stone. Only this time, he cracked an eyelid, revealing a shining, black pupil. He said nothing and closed the eye again. Still, there was no mistaking the warning gleam in his eye. Without words, he’d urged Gwendolyn to remain silent, though she hadn’t any need to be warned. With her legs twisted beneath her, she would find Yavo’s dirk in her belly long before she could even think to rise. Better to sit and wait despite fearing the silence would betray the pounding of her heart.

“Understood?” pressed Yavo.

“Understood,” relented the smaller troll. And then, to Gwendolyn’s utmost relief, both creatures left off with the disputation and turned to saunter away, continuing along their journey, with the runty one grumbling behind. “Nothing for Razi! Always, Yavo! Selfish, selfish Yavo!”

He sounded on the verge of tears, and how ludicrous it was that Gwendolyn should feel the least bit for this creature, despite comprehending that the girl he longed to “rip in twain” was Gwendolyn.

Blood and bones.

This must be a dream, she thought—it must be!

A dream would explain so much—for one, that odd, preternatural quality to this air, a cold, damp mist that tickled Gwendolyn’s memory even as it tickled her nose. Remember! Málik had begged. But for the life of her, she still hadn’t the first clue what it was she was supposed to recall.

Only to be certain she wasn’t dreaming, Gwendolyn pinched the tender flesh of her inner wrist—hard. Then, again, even harder the second time, gritting her teeth when it brought a sting to her eyes. It did not feel like a dream.

But then she had a brief, hopeful thought.

Had the Druids fed her pookies?

More than anything, she wished she were still abed—never rose to search for Esme, never filled her sack with victuals, never encountered Málik on the way back to her bower. But, no, so it seemed, this was not the case. Gwendolyn squeezed her eyes shut, then opened them again to find herself in the same spot. So now what?

Considering the answer to that question, Gwendolyn waited as the trolls made their way through the grotto, taking their sweet time as they meandered along a sloping path toward yet another passage whence emitted an odd ruby light. The Púca, too, remained silent and still, though the instant the quarrelsome pair entered the red-tinted arch, he shifted his form into that of the cat-sidhe, and bounded down from the boulder, demanding she follow.

Much too belatedly, Gwendolyn wiped the troll spittle from her face, peering back at the arched tunnel, then back down at her sword, thinking how close she’d come to… what?

As far as she could tell, it sounded as though they were searching for her on behalf of Manannán, but why?

What stake had the Sea God in Gwendolyn’s quest?

The Sword of Light was not Manannán’s, and if Manannán knew she’d come to fetch Claímh Solais, he must also know that Gwendolyn was no longer in possession of it, so what business would he have with her?

“Well!” said the Púca, reappearing before her with arms akimbo. “Art coming, Stupid Girl?”

Gwendolyn frowned. Harnessing patience, she inhaled a long breath, and then held it as long as she could before blowing it out. “I am not a stupid girl,” she said.

“I know who you are. Do you know who you are?”

What game did he play? Gwendolyn had no tolerance for riddles this morning and less for this rude little creature.

“Well, then,” she said. “If you know who I am, then you must know my name is not Stupid Girl. It is Gwendolyn.”

“Is it?” he returned with a coy tilt of his head.

“Yes. It. Is,” Gwendolyn affirmed, though she wondered why she bothered when she still didn’t know this creature’s purpose. Never in her life had any one creature annoyed her so thoroughly—not even Málik.

And speaking of Málik…

“Did he send you?”

“Who?”

“Málik!”

He didn’t answer. “Come, now!” he said instead. “Hurry! Hurry, now! We haven’t all day!” And he stood, tapping his paw, waiting for Gwendolyn to find her feet.

Alas, Gwendolyn was slow to move.

For one, no one in her life had ever spoken to her so disrespectfully—none save her enemies. How dare Málik saddle her with such a discourteous beast! Not even Demelza would have dared tap her foot in such a blatant show of impatience.

And no matter, Gwendolyn didn’t intend to argue when arguing would serve no purpose. She did not choose this path, nor did she choose this Púca to be her guide—if, indeed, that was what he was meant to be. For all she knew, the vexing little creature would march her straight to her doom, and still she had no choice but to trust that Málik had sent him in good faith.

By now, the trolls’ voices had ebbed, and the blue in Gwendolyn’s sword had faded, so she returned Kingslayer to its scabbard, turning her attention to the small of her back, rubbing with two fingers. Alas, if a bruise was all the injury she had received after falling through that portal, and after facing trolls, she should count her blessings.

Unfortunately, there was nothing she could do to ease the ache in her heart.

If Gwendolyn had once believed that hateful look Loc gave her on their wedding night was the image that would haunt her for the rest of her days, it was overshadowed by her last glimpse into Málik’s face—eyes full of sorrow and regret, but still he’d let her go.

“Where now?” she asked, resigned.

“You wish to see the King,” the Púca said. “We go see the King, but first we seek the Lady.”

Gwendolyn hadn’t actually asked to see anyone, but pointing that out when it was indeed her greatest desire was pointless. “What lady?”

“She who dwells in silk and shadow,” explained the Púca, and his answer made Gwendolyn roll her eyes.

Did no Fae ever speak plainly?

She tried once more. “Who is the lady?”

To answer the question, the Púca shifted this form into that shrieking, three-headed bard and then opened all three of his mouths to sing…

Gwendolyn lifted a hand to stop him. “Nay! Please… nay,” she begged, and when his black eyes narrowed with disapproval, she inclined her head toward the ruby-lit passage and whispered, “Those trolls will hear.”

Of course, that wasn’t the reason, and the Púca must have gleaned as much because he spun about with a huff—to Gwendolyn’s utmost relief.

Vexed though he might be, she couldn’t stand here listening to all three bloody bard heads, each singing a different tune. For all that was sacred, it was scarcely bearable when she couldn’t understand what he was saying; now that she could, it would be intolerable.

And yet, how was it possible she understood the First Tongue?

Gwendolyn didn’t know anyone who could speak Gaelg—Málik perhaps, though he’d never done so in her presence, although he did once interpret the Púca’s song.

“We are late,” apprised the Púca, reforming himself as the cat-sidhe. He gave her a withering glance, then bounded away, muttering something snippy beneath his breath that sounded suspiciously like: “Stupid is as stupid does!”

Gwendolyn lifted her brow, but let it go, hurrying after him, fearing that, in his present mood, he would be tempted to leave her. And, like it or not, she couldn’t afford to alienate that irksome beast, when even those she had trusted had forsaken her. “Wait!” she shouted, suddenly remembering the sack of food she’d brought and rushing back to retrieve it before rejoining the Púca, who never for a moment broke his stride.

It was going to be a long, long day… although…

Gwendolyn peered up at the speleothem-covered ceiling, wondering how anyone could tell day from night in this gloom. At the very least in the Druid village there had been perpetual twilight. Here, it was impossible to see aught without the light of her sword, or the piskies, which, considering the circumstances, she would gladly do without. Fortunately, she didn’t have to suffer the dark long. As though summoned, the piskies returned to help light her way, and Gwendolyn reassured herself that this was a good sign. If the piskies were comfortable with this Púca, it should count for something.

Shouldn’t it?

“Count blessings, not troubles,” Demelza used to say.

Now was as good a time as any to remember that lesson.

Right now, blessings might be scarce, but foremost, Gwendolyn must be wholly grateful for this: She wasn’t dead.

And really, if not for the Púca, she could so easily have met her demise. Therefore, she had this choice: She could remain bitter—and, mind you, she was, if only a bit—or she could make this her first test. If she would be canny enough to unite the tribes of Pretania, she must also be canny enough to win the favor of a bad-tempered Púca.

Anyway, for all Gwendolyn knew, he, too, might be less than pleased over this task he’d been given, and it was simple why when already they’d encountered trolls.

“Slay the child,” Demelza had also advised. “Arise a queen.”

That was what Gwendolyn must do. It would suit no one for her to wallow in self-pity. If she’d learned anything this past year, it was that. After Loc’s betrayal, she’d wasted far too much time shedding tears of regret. She’d not do so again.

Putting one foot in front of the other, she grew resolved. With or without help, she meant to find Claímh Solais, and once she had the sword in her possession, she would make her way back to the mortal realm to make Locrinus pay for his crimes.

With a last glance over her shoulder to be sure the trolls weren’t following, she spied no one, not even a shadow—certainly not Málik.

What more was she fated to encounter in this infernal place?

Deamhans? Spriggans? Trolls?

The instant you descend, he’ll send armies to end you, Málik had warned. Only now, Gwendolyn wondered why he’d ever bothered to warn her when all the while he’d intended to abandon her. Not for a moment had he intended to stand by her side, much less to defend her.

Stupid is as stupid does.

The Púca was right.

Gwendolyn might not be witless, but she was behaving that way. As it was with Locrinus, she had but heard what she’d wished to hear—lies and more lies, but none so treacherous as the ones she’d told herself.

Harden your heart, she apprised herself.

She could not afford to remember sweet caresses or pine for things that could not be. Care for it or not, she must cast Málik out of her thoughts—out of her heart, as well. Her first task—her only task—must be to retrieve the Sword of Light. And, so much as Gwendolyn loathed the truth of this, she feared that whatever it was she was supposed to face in this realm, it would eclipse all the problems she’d left behind. Only one thing was certain: Like Locrinus, the Fae king would have an army at his disposal.

Gwendolyn had none.
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The Púca led the way through a twisty maze of nondescript paths. Gwendolyn tried her best to keep up, even as the terrain grew uneven and treacherous.

After a while, her eyes grew accustomed to the diminished light, but it was still difficult to see what lay ahead, much less what was left behind. Were it not for the piskies, she would be blind as a mole. The endless gallery of grey was identical to her uncle’s fogous, only far, far more expansive, and now Gwendolyn feared this place was like those tales told by one Sumerian merchant of a netherworld called Kur—a dreadful place below his Zagros mountains, through which the Sumerian dead must traverse seven gates and perform seven trials before arriving at his paradise. Gwendolyn only prayed this realm was not like that one, because she was woefully unprepared for trials of any sort.

She had her Kingslayer, she had her mithril, she had a sack full of Hob cake, but none of these things would assure her survival.

So it was that, despite her best intentions, her emotions veered sharply from anger to fear, then to outrage, for it seemed she would meet her end in this gloom. And worse—no matter how she tried, her efforts to win the Púca’s favor were proving futile. If she heard one more time that she was a “stupid girl,” she was going to draw Kingslayer and lop off his head!

There must be some reason Málik had sent her to face this trial alone—or she might as well be alone. The silence, like the landscape, was interminable. Every once in a while, the vexing little creature sent her a long-suffering glance over his shoulder. But Gwendolyn wasn’t about to apologize for not allowing him to abuse her ears, particularly when he seemed so keen to hurt her feelings.

Clearly, she had offended him, but that couldn’t be helped.

Gwendolyn needed to think, and she couldn’t do so when he was singing at the top of his lungs. Tired and ill-tempered, having had nothing to break her fast—nor even a bite to eat as she’d filled her sack for the journey—she marched along behind the Púca, worrying one corner of the meal sack.

Tempted as she was to pull it about and thrust in her hand, she stopped herself, remembering only too well what happened to her the last time she’d eaten too much Hob cake. She had slept for days, and what good would it do if she holed up with a sack of cake and ate herself into oblivion?

With a grunt of frustration, she let the sack go, cursing Málik beneath her breath. And meanwhile, where was he?

Seated at the Druid’s table?

Along with Esme and Bryn?

Slurping Stone Soup?

Don’t think about him, Gwendolyn commanded herself.

Don’t. Because, if she dared—and make no mistake, she too-oft dared—she would fall upon her aching rump, right on the cold, wet stone and weep like a babe. And yet, though she refused to shed tears, she couldn’t help but feel sorry for herself.

Esme never meant to join her here. It was a ruse.

And Bryn—her oldest, dearest friend. Was he, too, privy to her plan?

Bryn had always been such a terrible liar. And yet somehow, he’d kept his relationship with Esme a secret, along with the state of Porth Pool.

By now, everyone Gwendolyn cared about and trusted had lied to her or betrayed her on some occasion.

She no longer knew what was true or real.

Struggling to keep up, she stumbled, twisting her ankle, and with a cry of pain, landed on one knee. The blow made her eyes water as they had when she was a child, skinning her knees.

A thousand curses bristled at the tip of her tongue, but she kept them to herself.

After a moment, she rose with a sting in her eye, dusted herself off, rubbing furiously at her leg where she suspected yet another bruise must be forming—a painful reminder that she was all-too human in this strange Fae world.

Gods. This must be hell, she thought, and fie! Her regrets were the foulest of deamhans. At the moment, she felt as insignificant as the smallest of ants, and she could hear Locrinus whispering mendaciously at her ear…

If anyone should be called Æmete, it is you.

Gwendolyn swallowed the lump of emotion that rose to choke her.

She didn’t need Locrinus, or Málik, or Esme, or Bryn…

She would accomplish this feat on her own, and she didn’t need anyone… except… she did.

Her gaze lifted to find that the Púca had stopped to wait, saying nothing, only watching. “It’s hard to see,” Gwendolyn confessed.

“Don’t look with your eyes,” he advised, then turned away.

What a silly response!

To the tip of Gwendolyn’s tongue rose the most acid remark, but she realized before speaking it that, for once, his tone was not unkind. When she did not answer defensively, he explained, “There are creatures in this realm who live entirely without eyes.”

“Truly?”

The Púca nodded, and she said, “Tell me more?”

The Púca shrugged. “If you wish?”

“Please,” Gwendolyn said with interest, and when they started again to walk, she was grateful to find he slowed his pace—so grateful, in fact, that she said, “You may sing if you like. I will listen.”

“Perhaps the girl is not so stupid after all?” the Púca said, and though Gwendolyn bristled at the backhanded compliment, she swallowed her indignation and prepared to listen.

Slowly, the Púca sang, his voice rising and falling with the rhythm of his steps, and Gwendolyn was immediately captivated, unable to tear her focus away from his mesmerizing tales of creatures who lived and breathed through sound and touch. As the Púca's song wove its dreamlike tapestry, time itself seemed to distort, speeding up as Gwendolyn lost herself in the enchanting tune.

After a while, she no longer felt the ache in her limbs or the emptiness in her belly as she lost herself in the music…

Down was the direction they were traveling.

She could feel it in the slight incline of every step—so very slight, but there it was. Deeper, deeper, they ventured into what would appear to be the very bowels of the earth. When the light arrived, Gwendolyn found herself wide-eyed with surprise. The cavern walls began to emanate an odd yellow-green glow and thereafter, the farther they traveled, the thicker the lichen, the brighter the illumination.

And so it followed, the brighter the environs, the lighter her mood…

Not all was lost, Gwendolyn reasoned.

So long as she had breath, there must be hope.

One way or another, the outcome of this meeting with the Fae king would go a long way toward curing her kingdom’s ills—or destroying it forever.

But every moment she had ever lived, every counsel she had ever received, every fear, every hope, every sorrow, every lesson, every bit of hard-earned wisdom—this was how she would prevail.

Remember, Gwendolyn…

For better or worse, she came to bargain with the Fae king and this she must do, so she’d better figure out what to say.

Foremost, Esme had warned Gwendolyn that her father would strike her down if Gwendolyn said the wrong thing; but this must also mean she could say the right thing, and hope flowered amidst the gloom.

She didn’t have a plan as yet, but she had faith something would present itself. Perhaps the “lady” would provide answers.
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The distant drip of water echoed throughout the grotto and the rustling of unseen creatures scurried along the shadows.

Silently, thoughtfully, following the Púca, she meandered through a network of dark, twisty tunnels that carved their way inexorably through the depths of the earth, the paths ancient and labyrinthine.

Along the cavern walls, roots from trees and plants above snaked down through cracks in the stone, grasping at the earth for moisture and nutrients. These roots all formed tangled webs, snaking across the path beneath her feet to create natural barriers and obstacles that must be navigated with care.

Blind, pale moles skittered across the rocks and roots, bats roosted in their upper chambers, their wings rustling softly amidst the darkness.

Occasionally, the glint of small, glowing eyes could be seen peering from some crevice, belonging to some creature that no doubt had evolved to thrive in this subterranean world.

The floor itself, scattered with loose rocks and patches of slick moss, forced Gwendolyn to consider every step. Meanwhile, the Púca seemed to have little trouble—even when stalactites and stalagmites of varying sizes jutted from the ceiling and floor, creating a jagged and forbidding landscape.

More surefooted than a roofer on a spar, he marched along, transforming as he pleased—one moment the surly cat-sidhe, another the three-headed beast, all the while leading Gwendolyn through an endless length of tunnels.

But the longer they traveled together, the more he altered his form, the easier it was for Gwendolyn to get a sense of his personalities…

As the three-headed beast, he sang, and his song, she realized, was a form of enchantment. It took some effort to focus on what all three of his heads were saying, but once she did, time itself was altered by the tapestry of his ballad.

She didn’t like him as the cat-sidhe. In that form, he was grumpy and officious, speaking only to issue commands—this way, not that, step lightly, don’t chew so loudly—the last given after Gwendolyn dared to steal a bite of Hob cake, only because she didn’t wish to grow so famished that she might be tempted to stuff her gob. She couldn’t help it if every sound was amplified in these caverns.

Alas, the flavor of the Hob cake was bittersweet—like the taste of Málik’s lips, which Gwendolyn would evermore associate with the tang of betrayal.

In the end, she preferred to suffer a grumbling belly, and thus, even after the Púca altered his form into the little blue fellow—the form she liked best—she didn’t bother to snatch another bite. Instead, she listened intently, tucking aside the more pertinent information for later.

As the wee bodach, the Púca was very much like a six-year-old child given too many tarts—full of sugar and chatty as the baker’s wife. However, at least in this form, he was a willing font of information, and it was information she craved. Gwendolyn hung on his every word, and he told her far more than she ever knew to ask. Slowly, but surely, Gwendolyn began putting the tales she’d heard all together in context, and some things now made sense…

Near Mount Slemish was where they’d entered this Fae domain, and, evidently, this was near Málik’s home. According to Esme, the alloy found beneath that mountain was the same that had forged Kingslayer. This Adamantine could strengthen all alloys, even those in the mortal realm. Esme claimed this was the source of Brutus’ Loegrian Steel—but how? How had Brutus come upon this alloy?

The Púca had yet to address that question, but there was little he held back. As the wee blue man, he had so much to say about everything, including the tale of Manannán’s exile.

Evidently, after the Fae’s exile from the Realms of Men, the Sea God, Manannán, was banished for treason. Sent to an isle in the Minch, his subjects were the Blue Men—the storm kelpies he imbued with the power to create storms. Manannán taught them to swim with torsos lifted above the sea, so men might confuse them with porpoises. Anytime unwary vessels approached their domain, those kelpies shouted lines of poetry to the helmsman, challenging him to complete their verse. If the helmsman failed, the kelpies swarmed his vessel, capsizing it so that Manannán could seize all they owned. Gwendolyn supposed this resulted from his anger after his banishment. To mortals, he must appear to be some avenging god. But, according to Esme, he was an “old windbag,” “an imbecile,” a “selfish, old wanker.” And even so, there must be some cause for Esme to have made it such a point to regale her with tales of Manannán…

It also seemed too much a coincidence that those trolls had mentioned him as well, especially after hearing how insistent they were upon seizing Gwendolyn and dragging her before Manannán.

So, then, what was she supposed to glean from the Púca’s tale? What part had the Sea God to play in the mystery unfolding?

Something swam at the edge of Gwendolyn’s consciousness—something on the verge of being forever lost, but no matter how hard she tried to retrieve it, she could not. Meanwhile, the Púca made it a point to explain how, after Manannán escorted the Aos Sidhe into their exile to seal the bargain with the sons of Míl, the Fae king banished him, barring him from returning to the Fae Realm.

“But they did not banish his kin,” said the Púca. “Nor could they when half the King’s Court shares the Sea God’s blood.”

“Málik, too?”

The Púca frowned at her, but Gwendolyn believed it was a perfectly logical question. And truly, were Málik kin to Manannán, it would be no surprise. According to every tale she had ever been told, those Fae were all somehow related—one part Fomorian, one-part Danaan, and mayhap all kin to the Sons of Míl.

She, too, was said to be part Fomorian, but she was indubitably a descendent of the Sons of Míl.

In the beginning, Gwendolyn had been so confused how Málik could be Esme’s brother and also her betrothed. Now, she better understood: Málik was the King’s foster son, and he and Esme were siblings in name only, simply because they’d been raised in the same house. And from everything Gwendolyn had been told, the Tuatha’an houses were all connected.

As for Málik… until he’d revealed it to her, she had never once guessed at his royal lineage. Was that why Esme’s father craved a union for them? To see his blood preserve the throne? Although if that were the case—if his right to rule was not absolute—why couldn’t Málik simply challenge him to take his rightful place? Because the Fae king knew his true name.

The answer came to her simply.

Of course, to know a Fae’s true name was to hold him enthralled. Had he compelled Málik to serve him? Certes, if he could compel him to assassinate Gwendolyn, he could command anything.

Why then had he not compelled Málik to wed his daughter?

Because Esme had refused—this was the most obvious answer.

Gwendolyn knew Esme was her father’s heir, and as such, stood to gain the entirety of her father’s kingdom. However, for some reason, she did not support him—why?

Gwendolyn tried to remember what more Esme had revealed that night in the Druid village… Only that her father had seized his crown without right, and that his reign had been troublesome. She had openly confessed to being at cross purposes with him, and claimed to be harboring a secret.

What secret?

He will suspect the very thing I’ve kept from him all these years.

Your rebellion?

Something else.

Something I dare not speak aloud…

Well, whatever that secret, Esme clearly feared its revelation far more than she feared her father discovering her part in a growing rebellion—a rebellion that was perhaps meant to end in a coup?

One thing was certain: Whatever Esme’s secret, it was not something Gwendolyn would learn from this Púca—not directly. To be certain, she asked, but for this, he answered with silence. So for now, she would allow him to speak freely, taking what she could from his unvarnished gossip, and she was quite certain there was more to be gleaned from this random conversation—something Gwendolyn could not presently ascertain, but something…

“Art listening?” the Púca snapped.

“Oh, yes!” Gwendolyn reassured, although, in truth, her thoughts had wandered.

“Whence we entered, this is where the Féth remains weakest,” the Púca explained, turning now to assess her with a dark-eyed glance.

“Yes,” she said. “I remember this, and I am told that is the only remaining portal betwixt our realms?”

The Púca frowned. “Yes, and no.”

“What do you mean, yes and no?”

He appeared to ignore that question, introducing another. “Merely because there is one portal does not mean it leads to one location. The manner of your entry determines where you land.”

Gwendolyn’s attention was piqued. “So, then, as with the merest inflection of one’s tone, if you enter wrongly, you may be lost?”

“Never to return, never to be found,” he said, and his voice was filled with what sounded like approval.

But, of course.

Why wouldn’t the manner of one’s entry into a portal be the same as the twisting of words or the tone of one’s voice?

Lir had warned Gwendolyn rather vehemently that the Fae were never to be trusted. Every word that came out of their mouths should be subject to scrutiny. Why then, as demigods, couldn’t they also know how to twist the aether to their bidding? Hadn’t Gwendolyn already experienced this when Málik turned her into a tree?

Or really, he did not. He simply made her feel like a tree, and somehow, despite not being a tree, he’d beguiled Locrinus and his men, so they saw her as a tree as well.

Gwendolyn didn’t understand “magic,” but the Fae were masters of deception. And now, looking back over every conversation she’d ever had with Esme and Málik, she found herself searching for hidden meanings behind every spoken word. But how exhausting, how maddening.

Realizing that her thoughts had drifted once more, she tried to find her place in the current conversation. “I was wondering about those trolls?” she said. “Do they answer to your Fae king, or to Manannán?”

Apparently, their blossoming friendship wasn’t immune to the Púca’s irritation. He cast her a narrow-eyed glance over his shoulder. And this time, it was Gwendolyn’s turn to explain. “I heard them speak of Manannán.”

“The sons of Míl dealt with us in bad faith, but the Old King admired their mettle enough to award them… something.…”

Gwendolyn’s brows collided. How did that answer her question? “Something?”

“A treasure.”

Blood and bones. His explanations were hurting Gwendolyn’s brain. She must presume this deal in “bad faith” he spoke of was the Fae’s bargain with the sons of Míl. This was something she knew about from Demelza and through her studies.

Before the Ending Battle, it was agreed the victors of the Last War would choose the spoils. However, when the time came to choose dominions, the sons of Míl tricked the Fae, using their own twist of words. Rather than choose another territory, they chose the half of Ériu that lay aboveground, forcing the Tuatha Dé Danann to choose the Kingdom Below. However, since Gwendolyn already knew this story, she centered her questions on the things she did not know.

“By the Old King, I presume you mean Málik’s father?”

“The Dark One,” said the Púca with a nod. “When the old king learned the mortal king’s ruse, he was amused.”

Gwendolyn furrowed her brow. “But… I don’t understand… if he was so amused by their ruse, and he was king, why then was Manannán banished from the Fae realm?”

“You mistake me. It was not the old king who banished Manannán. It was the New King. He used the Old King’s… oversight… to wrest his throne, and then he banished Manannán.”

“What oversight?”

“Of course—the loss of a sacred treasure,” the Púca explained. “One that was never intended to be bestowed upon mortals.”

“Claímh Solais?”

The Púca nodded. “But there was something else Manannán did to anger the new king as well…”

“And what was that?”

“You above all should know,” the Púca said, and that was as much as he appeared willing to reveal.

Remember, Gwendolyn. Remember!

“So, for this offense, your new king wrested the throne, taking advantage of the old king’s lapse in judgment, and then banished Manannán, but not his kin?”

“Precisely,” said the Púca. And then he continued to explain, “To the contrary, he demanded a favored daughter remain as a ward of his court.”

That was interesting, Gwendolyn thought. “And the old king was also banished? To the Minch, I suppose—with Manannán?”

“No, Silly Human. It was only Manannán who was banished.”

At least they were getting somewhere, Gwendolyn mused. She was no longer “Stupid Girl,” but “Silly Human.” She might have laughed, but she wasn’t prepared for this conversation to be over. Already, she had learned so much.

“The Old King was not banished. He removed himself—to the Forbidden Lands, it was first presumed. But there has been no sign of him there, and the Dark Prince has given up his search—or so we thought.”

“The Dark Prince… Málik?”

“Yes,” confirmed the Púca, and there appeared to be a nearly indistinguishable note of encouragement in his tone, so Gwendolyn continued.

“Bear with me now,” she begged. “I am only trying to understand. So this ‘old’ king demanded that Manannán’s daughter be made a ward of his court.”

“Yes.”

“So he could use her to his advantage?”

“Yes.”

“Against Manannán?”

“Perhaps… but no.”

Gwendolyn frowned, because the Púca’s answers never failed to confound her. For the moment, she left off with more questions, mulling over the timing of Manannán’s exile, because Málik, too, had become a ward of this new king around the same time. Therefore, he, too, must have known Manannán’s daughter—as would Esme, if, in truth, they’d all been reared together in her father’s court.

It felt to Gwendolyn as though this information had some significance, but she still couldn’t determine what. The answers floated about like forgotten wraiths, eager to be seen, but skirting away from her even as she dared to reach for them.
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Unlike Lir, no matter how much the Púca seemed to wish to enlighten her, he did not provide straightforward answers. As with Esme, nothing ever spoken was said by mischance. Every story held a deeper meaning, and there were hidden messages in all his revelations. The task she now faced was to determine how these pieces all fit together.

“Were the fogous always so gloomy?” Gwendolyn asked, chatty as he. It wasn’t difficult to understand why anyone would be so disenchanted with this place. It was nothing at all like those stories she’d been told as a child, or any of Lir’s wondrous accounts.

“At first,” he said. “Even Tír na nÓg was this way.”

“The City of Light?”

“Crag and waste.”

Gwendolyn furrowed her brow. “Then why build a city here, but not in the Forbidden Lands?”

He gave her a look that said, “Stupid Girl,” even if he didn’t say it aloud.

And nevertheless, he explained everything—how the earth shook as one grew close to the red-glowing passages. The Fae settled there, initially, only to be closer to the Lake of Fire beneath Mount Slemish. But no matter how many times they’d attempted to rebuild the city, every tremor left it in ruins—a fact no Fae appreciated, despite that their city was not constructed through grueling labor, but through Fae magic. Even so, they’d blamed what they perceived as a curse upon the loss of their sacred relic, and their hatred turned to the old king, despite that they had all mutually agreed to build this city near the mines that were the reason for their sojourn to Ériu—to be closer to the adamantine, which, according to the Púca, was depleted in their homeland. Eventually, they grew so disenchanted with the fate dealt them, they put their faith in the old king’s rival and installed this new king upon the Tuatha’an throne.

Gwendolyn listened intently, feeling the old king’s pain acutely—naturally, because it was her father the people had blamed when their own lands turned to Rot. And then, once her father was gone—their once-beloved champion—they’d blamed Gwendolyn, despite that they never gave her the time to effect any change.

They reviled her, and presumably so, too, did the gods.

Why else would they favor Locrinus?

Feeling sorry for herself, she wondered why she bothered when Locrinus found it so easy to win her people’s hearts. Truly, she thought, did they even deserve her care? Why was she fighting so hard for people who seemed so ready to reject a woman in favor of a man?

And once again, Gwendolyn wondered how Brutus had ended with that alloy instead of her father. Hadn’t Corineus presided over Pretania long enough to prove his worth? Why hadn’t the gods provided him the means to fashion Loegrian steel? Why had this Outlander received the gods’ favor?

She tried to remember what Locrinus had told her about Ériu during their ill-fated Promise Ceremony—only that he’d met the Ostmen on his journey home from Ériu on a ship captained by a helmsman from Hyperborea. And that was the first time she’d ever heard the name Hyperborea—she’d thought him so worldly. But he’d never actually explained where this place was, nor that it belonged to the Tuatha Dé Danann.

Gwendolyn would have remembered that.

It was Lir who’d explained that the realm the Fae now occupied was not the land of their origins, that their motherland was this land called Hyperborea. It was, he’d said, a land of great riches, where death, disease and sorrow could not exist. But if that was so, why then did they set their sights on Ériu? Only to mine this alloy?

But then, why would they not return to their beloved homeland after losing the Last Battle instead of accepting this dark, oppressive realm as their fate?

“What can you tell me about Hyperborea?”

“Nothing,” said the Púca, sounding annoyed. He lifted two fingers as though to pinch his thin, black lips together. “I’ve said too much already.”

And despite this, he immediately carried on at great length, illuminating Gwendolyn next about how the Fae built their new home in a new city called Tír na nÓg—the City of Light Lir had spoken of. According to Lir, that city was a marvel to behold, and the Púca confirmed this. Apparently, no mortal city compared.

The stronghold at its center, unlike Trevena, was truly an impenetrable bastion. It was one thing, said the Púca, to enter that city, but the court itself was warded, so only the reigning king and his royal household could enter without permission. It was there that Dagda’s cauldron was kept, along with several other treasures that remained on display for the city’s elite—a reminder of the power this new king wielded. According to the Púca, even Locrinus’ army, ten thousand strong, couldn’t breach this city, and thus, Gwendolyn’s tiny retinue had no hope. Her only chance lay in the King’s invitation—if she could wrest one.

So much for stealth or force.

“What illuminates the city?” Gwendolyn asked, wondering how any light could penetrate this eternal gloom. But she frowned when the Púca gave her a response not unlike the one Málik gave her when she’d asked about Hob cake.

“A wodge of hope, a pinch of slag, and a cauldron-full of scoria.”

Gwendolyn scrunched her nose, trying to imagine this strange concoction, and once again, she furrowed her brow because she’d once asked Málik what a wodge was, to no avail. More than a wedge, he’d said. Less than a podge.

“Sometimes more, never less,” the Púca continued, as though he’d read Gwendolyn’s thoughts, and again, she was left with more questions than answers.

What was slag? How did one gather hope to dole in portions?

More than anything, she would like to know the answer to these questions—especially if a wodge of hope could be her people’s salvation.

How much hope was enough to turn the people's hearts?

“Of late, the city’s brilliance has faded,” revealed the Púca, this declaration worming its way into the cheesecloth of Gwendolyn’s brain. “The Darkening has roused unrest and there are those who wish to see the Rightful Heir reclaim the throne.”

Gwendolyn’s attention now perked. “Málik?”

The Púca turned, pressing a finger to his lips. “Shhh.”

Gwendolyn frowned over his response. “And you?” she persisted, undaunted, knowing that soon enough he would morph back into his cat form, and she would hear no more about anything until it pleased him. “I only wonder, do you sympathize with the⁠—”

“Shhh!” said the Púca again, this time much more forcefully, and he turned with a finger to his lips and a sharp glimmer in his obsidian eyes. “Never, ever speak that word!”

Gwendolyn’s frown deepened. “What word?”

Unexpectedly, the creature bared his teeth—teeth that were not so much porbeagle, but still quite sharp. And then he hissed at her.

Rebels, she had been about to say, but how could he have known this?

And no matter, heeding the warning she’d spied in his eyes, Gwendolyn allowed the word to drift away, like a wind-blown leaf seeking purchase and finding none.

Later, she wondered if the dimming of Tír na nÓg was like her Rot, fueled by despair. Esme had once claimed there were lands where the ysbryd y byd was not affected by Pretania’s trials, but it went without saying—and Gwendolyn had proof of this besides—that there were also many places that must be similarly affected by their own trials. And perhaps the Fae and mortal worlds were also connected by some means Gwendolyn had yet to determine.

If so, could this be why Esme had come to Gwendolyn’s aid?

Could Gwendolyn help the Fae? Was that the secret Esme was keeping from her father? Was Gwendolyn the key to saving both Fae and mortal kind?

Or perhaps their discontent was more simply related to the lack of adamantine and their lack of proximity to this Lake of Fire?

Whatever the case, Fae politiks were not hers to fix or change, and Gwendolyn had far more pressing matters to contend with. She did not come to change life for these Fae. She came to fix her own lands and people, not meddle in Fae affairs.

It was well and good to listen to the Púca’s stories, but she needed only to apply them where it served her, and this must be, foremost, to find some way to collect her sword—the one thing she most needed to convince Baugh to follow a granddaughter he’d never bothered to know.

Gwendolyn sighed then, considering her grandfather.

She couldn’t help but think about her mother as a child. Did they miss her not at all? Did they wonder about her offspring? Would they be pleased to learn their grandchild lived, or did they even know there had been a coup?

Surely, they must, though, after so many months, and no word from the Prydein Confederacy, and nothing from Caledonia, Gwendolyn only prayed it wasn’t for lack of care that her grandfather’s people had not ridden to her aid.

More than anything, she wished to believe that her own flesh and blood would champion her when asked, and that the sword would only be proof that her plight was that of the Righ Art, the High King of this land.

As for her mother… Gwendolyn hadn’t had the first moment to consider what it meant that Queen Eseld was alive. She only had the wherewithal to take heart in that she might now have the chance to make things right with the woman who gave her life.

Gwendolyn longed to hug her mother again. It no longer mattered to her whether Queen Eseld returned this affection, or whether she criticized Gwendolyn’s smile, or hounded her to live up to some measure of excellence she feared she could not.

None of that mattered.

The only thing that truly mattered was that Gwendolyn sorely missed her, and she must now keep the faith that Esme intended to honor the spirit of their bargain, even if she’d not kept her word.

Alas, even if Gwendolyn won against this Fae king, who was to say Esme would ever reveal her mother’s whereabouts? Fae did not lie, but Esme wouldn’t have to twist words to keep from revealing the truth. She was quite adept at disappearing when it suited her. But, at the moment, this was neither here nor there.

Come what may, Gwendolyn could not turn her back on this quest. But even if she could, her fate was sealed the moment Málik shoved her through that portal.

There was only one way out of this place…

But even that was uncertain.
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They journeyed for at least two more days, though Gwendolyn only surmised as much because they’d stopped twice to rest. As to be expected, anytime she inquired about the hour, the Púca answered with his normal twist of words.

“Time in our world is not the same as in yours, Banríon na bhfear.”

Queen of men, he’d said, and Gwendolyn smiled to hear it, pleased with this progress, until the Púca spoke again, wresting a frown.

“It could be that when you return, you’ll arrive as a crone to watch your kingdom burn… or, could be you’ll appear again as a babe in your cradle, with all you’ve suffered to remain your fate.”

Gods! The notion was untenable.

Neither of those fates would be the least bit welcomed.

Indeed, what point in any of this if Gwendolyn must return to witness her kingdom’s destruction? Or, if once more she must be deposited as a babe in her crib, only to watch her uncle and family be slain again, her father murdered, her city stolen, her hopes all dashed, and her friends once more prepared to betray her?

Or to marry Locrinus again!

She could not bear it.

She’d sooner never return at all.

Gwendolyn expelled a breath she’d not realized she’d been holding, frustrated, but pleased to learn she was making progress. She was no longer “Stupid Girl,” or even “Silly Human.” She had graduated to “Queen of Men,” though she still didn’t know how long they’d been traveling, or how far they had to go.

It wasn’t possible to gauge the hour without the aid of the sun or moon, but she could feel the hours spent marching in the arches of her feet, growing more and more tender as they trudged along. But it wasn’t until waking on the third day that Gwendolyn realized how little she had eaten. And despite that, she was even less hungry than she was at the beginning of their journey. Her belly complained only from worry. Shouldn’t she have by now been tempted to gobble the entire sack full of Hob cake? Or mayhap she’d already done that and simply didn’t remember.

Shrugging the sack from her shoulder, she peeked within, only to be sure, and sure enough, the sack was still full—or as full as she had dared to fill it. Truth be told, she had never counted on traveling without Esme, and she’d only grabbed what she could to keep from being so much a burden—so much for that.

Closing the sack again, she returned it to her shoulder, counting it a blessing that she wasn’t hungry. One bite was more than enough to sour her on the taste of Hob cake altogether. As it was with any Fae concoction, it was infinitely more distasteful than to simply not enjoy the flavor. Every bite brought a vivid memory to life, and somehow, Gwendolyn managed to keep Málik off her mind. The last thing she needed right now was to be reminded of him—to remember a meal they’d shared, or taste his lips… Far, far better to listen to a grumbling belly.

“You never said… who is this lady we seek?”

“You will see,” said the Púca, his voice lilting, as Yestin’s used to do whenever he’d teased her over some tasty recipe he’d meant to serve at the evening’s meal. But, of course, it was never Gwendolyn who’d wished to know, and she was certain Yestin knew she’d asked on Ely’s behalf. As a member of the dawnsio, poor, sweet Ely was always so famished. And usually, by the time the dancers could sup, the best of the dishes were already gone, and it was so curious to Gwendolyn that so much as her mother had valued her dancers, and so much as they were esteemed by all, those girls had had to content themselves with the same repast as was served to the kitchen help. Gwendolyn wondered if this was her mother’s way of keeping the dancers lean and fit, though she couldn’t say that was so, because Queen Eseld never confided in Gwendolyn about anything.

Every now and again, the senior-most students of the dawnsio were paired with visiting emissaries, and expected to dine alongside them, but even then, they were instructed to eat sparingly, and to serve their guests before themselves.

Blood and bones.

Had so little time passed since Ely was asked to dine with that flat-nosed ambassador? It seemed only yesterday, and somehow, a thousand years past.

Gwendolyn desperately missed her old life—missed her innocence most of all.

She must wonder if Yestin was still in his gaol cell, or if he’d nettled Caradoc well enough to earn himself a noose.

The old steward was not the same as he was before the coup. Gwendolyn only wished he had trusted her enough to tell her what Bryn’s father was planning. So much bloodshed could have been avoided, and if Gwendolyn could have arranged it, she would have given his lover sanctuary.

And now what of Caradoc? Had he ensconced himself so inextricably amongst her people that even Ely would side with him against her? When came the time, the decision would test her, because Gwendolyn knew, without having to be told, how difficult it would be to have to choose between the father of her child—Caradoc’s son—and her old life, long done.

Uncertainty reared itself, like a viper striking from the grass.

As it was with everything, nothing was simple—certainly not the prospect of winning back her sword from the Fae king.

How was she, a mere mortal under his eye, supposed to convince him that her kingdom was worthy of saving, or that, she, a descendant of the men who’d tricked his people into exile, was deserving of a holy relic forged by his tribesmen?

As Málik once saw fit to remind her, Claímh Solais had belonged to his tribe first. Whether it burned for Gwendolyn would have little bearing on whether the Fae king would return it to her.

But he must be reasonable, mustn’t he?

How could anyone reign so long if he had no sense of justice?

Then again, Málik loathed him, and, kin or nay, Esme could not support him. Against her own father, she had joined a growing rebellion. So then, perhaps there was nothing that Gwendolyn could do or say to persuade him, and her mission here was a fool’s quest?

Realizing how much her thoughts had drifted again, Gwendolyn returned her attention to the Púca, rejoining his conversation. Incredibly, he was still expounding upon the many reasons he could not reveal the lady’s identity—but this was his greatest skill, his ability to expound so thoroughly upon the most inconsequential of details.

Gwendolyn rolled her eyes. “Wouldn’t it be better for everyone if I arrived prepared?”

“Hers is not my story to tell.”

“But you are⁠—”

“Never mind,” said the Púca, and Gwendolyn shook her head. How could he possibly know what she was about to say?

“So, you would lead me to this lady, but you’ll not tell me who she is?”

“Shhh,” said the Púca. “We must never speak her name!”

Gwendolyn’s brow furrowed. “I assure you, I am hardly in such danger when I do not know her name.”

He answered with silence.

“Nor do I know yours,” she persisted. “But shouldn’t I?”

“A Púca has many names.”

“And what is yours?”

“I am who I am,” the Púca relented. “And sadly, we are few.”

Gwendolyn shook her head at the futility of arguing with him. “At least tell me this… why must her name not be spoken?”

“We are bound,” the Púca said.

Gwendolyn was not bound. “We? Who are we?”

“All who love the Lady.”

But Gwendolyn did not love the lady. She didn’t even know the lady! How could she love a person she did not know? “Well,” she said, hoping to establish some authority. If he was finally calling her Queen of Men, she should begin acting like one. “I must insist. What if our lives depend upon this meeting? Shouldn’t you tell me all you know?”

“Make no mistake,” allowed the Púca. “Our lives do depend upon it.”

“Yours, as well?”

“Mine, as well.”

“And still you will not speak of it?”

“I cannot,” the Púca persisted, and Gwendolyn’s confusion deepened.

“Cannot or will not?”

The Púca shrugged, as though the two were the same, and Gwendolyn was on the verge of giving up entirely, though perhaps she could learn something if she took another tack. “Perhaps you could explain to me the difference between being bound and compelled?”

“They are hardly the same. One is an agreement, offered willingly, the other is a thing perpetrated upon oneself, whether one agrees to it or not.”

“So I see,” Gwendolyn allowed. And perhaps she did. But it was still quite confusing. “So… you have promised someone—perhaps this Lady?—that you will not speak her name, and now you are governed by your word?”

“Yes.”

“But you were not compelled?”

“Not in this matter, or any. A Púca may not be compelled because a Púca is many,” he explained, speaking of himself again as a person removed.

Gwendolyn considered his answer, and it sort of made sense. If one of his forms were compelled, he could easily alter himself to another form in order to avoid any restrictions. “So then… to be compelled… this is more like a curse?”

“Yes,” the Púca said. “But you must recall, this world is not your world, banríon. Here, words are insoluble. Humans lie, we do not lie.”

But you do! Gwendolyn wished to argue. What was it to say there were no spriggans here when there were?

Only because they existed in another realm?

Málik had twisted his words with the precise intent to deceive her to lead Gwendolyn into believing what she wished to believe. Wasn’t that the very essence of a lie? No matter what the Fae wished to believe, it was.

How dreadful to study words so meticulously with the sole purpose of talking betwixt one’s teeth.

“As to my name,” said the Púca. “We are not free to refuse any request made of our given names, and this is why we do not share our names. I am proud to say no one in this land or the next knows mine—nor will you.”

Well, that was a new twist on it. “The Lady does not know?”

“Nay.”

“And you’ll never reveal your true name so you cannot be compelled?”

“Indeed.”

“Because even if you are not compelled, you may still be compelled by the use of your name?”

“Correct.”

“So, cursed or not, you are obliged one way or the other?”

“Yes.”

“However, you do not lie?”

“Correct.”

“But you may refuse to speak?”

He said nothing, and Gwendolyn made it a point to explain what Bryn had so pointedly reminded her. “You know… simply because you do not say a thing does not mean you are not declaring an untruth solely by the omission of truth.”

He answered with silence, and then he said, “Stupid Girl.”

Without warning, he transformed himself into the cat-sidhe, and with all the haughtiness of a true feline, lifted his furry bottom, flicked his tail at her, then bounded away—clearly annoyed, but not enough to leave her.

Gwendolyn lifted her brow, trying her best not to smile.

That was one certain way to end a conversation.
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Gwendolyn didn’t have the mental endurance to think through conversations that rambled so endlessly—like these passages, veering up, down and around, wending through intersecting chambers, with little to distinguish one burrow from another. Often narrow and winding, she was betimes forced to duck or squeeze through tight spots. In other areas, the tunnels widened into larger chambers, with ceilings that disappeared into the shadows above.

Every length of stride brought an ache to her injured knee, and much to Gwendolyn’s dismay, the deeper they ventured, the colder it grew, till her teeth chattered, and her curiosity needled her as ruthlessly as the cold.

Who was this lady they must see?

The question hung in the air like the cool, damp mist, working its way beneath her flesh and sinking to the marrow of her bones.

Lamentably, she no longer had her father’s cloak, having left it in the Druid village—but of course, she’d not have imagined Málik would force her to begin this journey so unprepared. And, yes, it was true; she had dressed for her eventual departure with Esme, but Gwendolyn had had every intention of returning to her bower one last time, if only to retrieve her father’s cloak. She’d left it only for fear of drawing suspicion whilst roaming the village in search of Esme.

She frowned now, because in her mind’s eye, she saw Málik again as he’d stood leaning against that tree, a knowing gleam in his pale-blue eyes as he’d inquired as where she was going. For the first time in Gwendolyn’s life, she’d lied—or come as close to lying as she’d ever dared. She had claimed to be gathering victuals for their journey—to share with him, implied—and Málik’s eyes had pierced her as surely as would his sword. He had known, and this was his judgment?

Or had he intended to lead her to that portal all along?

Never intending to follow?

This never-ending journey wore on her—the endless grey, the fickle piskies always venturing away, the mental acrobatics she was forced to perform only to make sense of this quest…

Cursing softly beneath her breath, she rubbed her arms against the cold, casting a glance at the moody Púca, who, as the cat-sidhe, was now leaping from boulder to boulder, ledge to ledge, every once in a while stopping to wait for Gwendolyn. It had been long hours now since she had last rankled him with her barrage of questions, but still she had more.

Shivering again, she wished all her senses were as dormant as her hunger. Inexplicably, it was as though she were famished for only the sensation of food, not so much to satisfy a growling belly. And nevertheless, she was tempted to pluck out a bite of Hob cake, if only to see if it would provide her the illusion of a warm bowl of stew so she could temper the cold in her breast.

“How much longer?” she asked, growing weary.

Considering his mood, Gwendolyn didn’t expect an answer, but he said reassuringly, “Not far.”

“How far is not far?” she pressed, trying not to sound as though she were complaining because she wasn’t, in truth. It was simply that this journey grew interminable, and the cold was biting.

Looking amused at her expense, the Púca cast her a twinkle-eyed glance over his shoulder, and said, “Only a bit farther than rain must fall… not so far as a piskie flies.”

Gwendolyn rolled her eyes, having no inkling of either. This was precisely the sort of conversation they’d had earlier that prompted her to ask too many questions. And if he didn’t wish for Gwendolyn to press, he shouldn’t answer in riddles.

Alas, she was swiftly coming to realize that extricating information from any Fae creature when he did not wish to convey it was entirely futile.

Even so, she pored over how far rain must fall, and when that produced no conclusive answers, she cast a glance ahead to the swarm of piskies—even now, expending extraordinary energy, only waiting for them to catch up. She suspected they could fly a long way, and yet, the Púca had not worded his answer in a manner that could be easily construed. She tried, but found it pointless.

For example, the destination of a raindrop could not be substantiated when no place on the earth was at the same elevation.

Every word these creatures uttered was meant to confuse. Gwendolyn was certain of it, and she feared that, as little prepared as she was to cross swords with the Fae king, she was even less prepared to bandy words with one of his ilk. She was about to ask again how far they must go, but as the Fates would have it, even the Púca needed rest. They had traveled a little farther, when the Púca led Gwendolyn to a spot atop a ledge, away from the footpath, and directly below a bright stain of moss. By now, she knew the routine. He would take his respite without explanation, dismissing her whilst he made his bed. Howbeit, Gwendolyn couldn’t be more pleased with the spot he’d chosen. Here, the velvety growth cast a muted light over the entire ledge, and despite that by now her eyes were adjusting to the darkness, this new light was welcome. Without delay, she made herself a pallet.

“Thank you,” she said to the cat-sidhe.

As expected, he said nothing in response. He found a spot up high where he could peer down at Gwendolyn, then turned himself in a full circle, and, once more, and again and again, until he finally settled, kneading the ground a long moment before tucking both his front paws beneath his chubby little torso.

And that was that.

With no blanket or cloak to cover herself, Gwendolyn removed the sword’s harness, then settled it by the cavern wall. She then positioned herself with her back to the wall and used her sack as a make-shift pillow.

Regrettably, with the hob cake growing old and firm, she couldn’t help but remember her bride’s gift from Locrinus—that polished cedar pillow he’d given her on the night they took their vows. It might have been a lovely gift. Indeed, on the surface, it would appear he’d meant to honor her, but those oils that resisted vermin, were also an irritant to the flesh, especially when the pillow was damp with tears—tears she’d shed because of him. After a fortnight of sleeping on that loathsome thing, Gwendolyn’s cheeks had formed a rash.

Don’t think of him—or even Málik.

This was not the time to be weak—not when she must remain strong.

With a grunt of displeasure, she settled herself for the evening, but not before plucking one corner of a piece of crumbling Hob cake…

She laid her head back, placing a bite to her lips, entertaining thoughts of revenge.

This one tasted like…

Bloody, unpurged beef and soft, runny spermys, all washed down with an overly sweet gulp of gritty mead.

“How disgusting,” she said, tossing the bite away, and that was when she heard the plop…

Curious, Gwendolyn inched closer to the edge of the shelf, peering down only to discover a small, but glorious pond.

The crystalline pool reflected its surroundings like a mirror, and she gasped softly at the sight of it—a place of serene beauty, with the gentle sounds of water lapping against stone, and the occasional splash, splash of fish.

There are creatures in this realm who live entirely without eyes.

And here they are, she thought. Here they are… and they were thriving indeed.

Despite that those fish might not see, their surrounding pond was aglow with their beauteous light, and the algae grew thick and green, thriving as well.

And there was more… tiny, luminous mushrooms grew in clusters about the stones, their soft grey light creating an enchanting border.

Even the water itself emanated a soft blue glow that appeared to come from its very depths, wherein coral-like formations rose, giving shelter to myriad creatures, including… piskies, with their lights flickering beneath the water, frolicking amidst delicate fronds that swayed with the current.

Málik once told her they could be curious and playful, but for Gwendolyn, they most often heralded danger. Here they appeared at home.

Atop the water floated large, frilly pads, with strange but beautiful flowers that produced radiant blooms in vibrant shades of blue, purple, and pink, every petal rimmed by a luminescent edge that made them appear as though they were glowing from within—like the small, bright fish darting through the water, leaving trails of liquid lightning in their wake, their scales shimmering like gems.

The very sight filled Gwendolyn with awe. She had never seen its like—even Porth Pool paled in comparison.

“Lovely!” she said, and it was.

Blinking with wonder, Gwendolyn lay staring into the pond.

So it was. Even within the darkest of places, life flourished. Blinking once more, she sighed with pleasure because this pond reminded her so much of Porth Pool—not as it was now, black and oily, but as it was when she was a young girl on her father’s shoulders. Long, long before the Rot…

Long before she’d ever swam there with Bryn.

Over the years, that pool had slowly deteriorated, and it was only now, as she lay here, staring into this pristine water, that she recalled how utterly spectacular it used to be.

New.

Untouched.

Brimming with life.

Full of light and wonder.

And…

“Now I know where you go,” she said, admiring their graceful movements—somehow, equally at ease in the water as they were in the air.

Reaching down, she poked at a small web directly below—soft as silk. Careful not to damage it, she slid her finger across the threads as a wee spider hurried over to investigate. “Hello little one,” she said with a grin. “I would share my Hob cake, but I cannot be sure you like that. I did not.”

Strange that she expected the spider to talk back in this curious place. But it did not, and meanwhile, the cat-sidhe sat, watching from his perch, with his long whiskers twitching. No matter, Gwendolyn was too tired for conversation anyway, and so she crossed her arms, leaning her chin into the nest she’d made of her arms to stare dreamily into the beautiful pond…

It was a long while before she rolled onto her back to study the speleothem-covered ceiling. Like stars, they were a multitude, and tonight, she felt more at peace than she had in so long. Eventually, she heard purring and peered up to discover the Púca fast asleep, and she smiled then, because, for all his bravado, she had outlasted him. Sleep had yet to claim her, though it was coming.

Even now, she could feel the languor settling over her limbs.

Closing her eyes, she hummed a tune, and stopped when she realized it was the song the Púca had been singing to her when she’d first arrived…

A babe was bequeathed by two Fae…

Was Gwendolyn that babe?

Two gifts, and a lie, they say.

Were these Gwendolyn’s gifts?

She had been blessed with the ability to judge the virtue of others simply by the way they treated her. She’d also received the gift of a golden mane, only provided it was cut by her own true love. And finally, a prophecy for the future of Pretania.

Which of these was the lie?

She knew it was not the gift of a golden mane, because she’d witnessed that miracle with her own two eyes. So, it must be one of the other two…

One younger, one elder,

One wiser, one skelder,

Then, sniggering, stole away.

Could this be the tale of her crib-side visitation?

Her gaze lifted to the Púca on the shelf, sleeping so peacefully, unaware of the turn of Gwendolyn’s thoughts. And yet, even were he not so fast asleep, she would have held her tongue because she already knew the answer without asking the question—truth settled like a knowing in her bones.

Only Demelza had ever recounted that tale to her, but Gwendolyn knew it like she knew her palm. Despite the Queen’s decree against speaking of it, Gwendolyn had hounded her maid relentlessly for every retelling, and Demelza, for all her loyalty to her mistress, always relented, speaking in whispers from the darkest corner of Gwendolyn’s room. So it was said, the Queen, accompanied by her maid, came to check on the new babe, and froze at the sight of two Fae hovering over Gwendolyn’s crib. In Demelza’s estimation, both Fae were creatures of astounding beauty, with skin like stardust, and eyes as brilliant as the sun—her words. And yet, both her mother and her maid had trembled in their presence, and thereafter, the Queen had feared the worst—that those Faeries stole her child and left her with a changeling. To this day, Gwendolyn feared this too—that her mother still believed it.

For so long, the never-ending visits from physicians… the constant investigations of her person… and not a few expulsions.

It was one of those expulsions that had so thoroughly vexed her father, and finally, he’d put a stop to them, decreeing once and for all that Gwendolyn was a normal human child.

Gwendolyn flipped onto her side, staring over the ledge at the ambient light below… mulling over her journey…

Now that she’d had more time to think about everything—now that she was calmer and not so furious with Esme and Málik—she understood something she did not before…

The key to Málik’s betrayal lay in Esme’s warning.

Lir cannot help you, Esme had insisted.

Bryn cannot help you. Málik nor I can help.

Only you can sway my father before he strikes you down. But if you do not, blood will spill, and it will not be his.

Esme had warned her most arduously that if she crossed the Veil with her army of five, the Fae king would view it as a declaration of war.

There is no more you will accomplish if you face him with five than you will if you face him alone, she had said. And Gwendolyn had been too angry with her to explore that thought, but now she understood. Esme meant to protect everyone—not only Gwendolyn, but Lir, Bryn, and Málik as well.

Especially Málik.

She was also, no doubt, protecting her Fae rebellion…

And the something else she’d claimed to be keeping from her father.

What it was Gwendolyn couldn’t know, but it was evidently important enough that Esme would defy even Málik, so much that she’d nearly revealed his true name.

Málik only beat her to the betrayal.

Unbidden, her thoughts returned to the ramparts where Málik had first revealed his truth, and Gwendolyn blinked away an unexpected tear from her lashes.

“I am the son of the Dark One,” he’d said. “The Banished Wyrm. The last true-blood heir to the Tuatha’an throne… and you… you… have been my weakness for a hundred thousand years.”

Unbidden, a vision appeared to her of the two of them lying upon a field of sunflowers under a warm, golden sun. And yet, Gwendolyn knew, beyond any shadow of doubt, that she had never lain in any such place with Málik in her lifetime. She closed her eyes, trying to forget the pain of Málik’s betrayal… trying to get comfortable, yet missing him so desperately.

With a sigh, she rolled onto her belly, then stretched over once more to peer down at the pond, resting her cheek against the rocky edge…

That was where sleep claimed her… whilst thinking of Málik… staring into that beautiful, trickling stream… and… perhaps she was dreaming…

Or it might have been a trick of the light because… after a time, she spied her face transformed in the pool’s reflection…

Mayhap this was how others saw her… with her golden hair… pointy ears and… when she parted her lips to smile at the passing of a bright-tailed fish… she glimpsed a perfect set of gleaming porbeagle teeth.
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Resisting the call to wake, Gwendolyn squeezed her eyes shut against the persistent sound of dribbling water. Under normal circumstances, it might have been a perfectly soothing sound, but she was not so muddle-headed as to believe she was lazing beside a glistening stream under a bright yellow sun… with Málik.

Alas, no matter how her dreams might have endeavored to deceive her, she could not forget where she lay her head, nor the last moments she’d spent in the mortal realm. Here, in this dreary place, the air was as cold as a well digger's arse, and she would gladly have huddled beneath her father’s cloak—if she only had it.

Instead, she lay shivering, half-awake, yearning for things she ought not think about…

Trust no one, Málik had demanded.

Remember! he’d said.

And then he’d betrayed her with his kiss.

Gwendolyn mumbled an oath beneath her breath, and with a huff, rolled over, facing the cavern wall, drawing up her knees.

This was the best she could do to ward away the chill.

All night long, her dreams had been far too vivid—mostly of him, and none too coherent, with the two of them cavorting in places she had never even visited. Was it only days ago she’d lain so contentedly in his arms?

Yes.

It was.

Blood and bloody bones.

His name was a sigh that slid from her lips. But then a new sound joined the morning cacophony—a lively plip, plip, plip from the pond below… louder every time it presented itself. At first, Gwendolyn tried to ignore it, burying her sleep-crumpled face into the crook of her arm to hide from this world, but just when it seemed she would succeed, there came a rude, loud buzz about her head.

Piskies.

“Go away,” she begged. “Please!”

They would not.

Naturally.

Why should any of these rude little creatures endeavor to make her life easier?

She gave another huff, and one flew up her nose. Gwendolyn sneezed, cursing them to Ifreann. Swatting them away, she covered her face, even more determined to ignore them, but they giggled, returning louder and more persistent than before. Worse than midge flies!

Was the entire Fae realm conspiring against her?

Gwendolyn had come to terms with this ordeal, but the entire experience now left her wearied and reluctant to face another day.

There was so much to do, and she hadn’t the first notion of how to begin.

All of yesterday’s self-assurances now fell by the wayside because it was one thing to march along through these endless burrows, seeking a mysterious lady, but eventually the march must end, and it was the end she feared…

The Fae king.

What if, after all, she was stuck here?—as Lir suggested, never to see the light of day! What if the Púca and these piskies were never meant to be helpful? What if instead they were meant to waylay her? What if Gwendolyn were destined to wander these burrows evermore, never actually finding this City of Light?

Wake! screamed the piskies, their demand a wail of voices, and her own little deamhan joined this chorus, demanding she stop feeling sorry for herself. Gwendolyn had no choice but to comply.

Removing the shielding arm from her eyes, she said, “Curse you and curse you!” But to whom the expletive was directed was uncertain. In her present mood, it could be anyone—Málik and Esme included. But also this damnable Púca, whose moods were as volatile as her own.

Satisfied with having roused her, the piskies flew away, convening near the cavern ceiling where they remained, their flickering forms coming as close to resembling a morning sun as this cold, grey world could provide.

More than anything, Gwendolyn missed the gentle way Demelza used to rouse her—and even Ely’s annoying habit of bounding into her room unbidden.

How simple life was then.

But… she had a task to fulfill. And the sooner she arose, the sooner she could locate this mysterious lady, and the sooner she could return to her true purpose—her own lands and her people. Resigned to her wakeful state, she sat and stretched.

It was impossible to say what the hour could be, as there was no variance from one moment to the next. But fortunately, she could now see well enough to make out things that weren’t so apparent before—the spider webs stretching across the speleothem as well as the patchwork stains along the granite walls, in brilliant shades of orange, white, and pink. Yawning, she patted the tips of her fingers across her lips, then reached down absentmindedly to press those same fingers along the small of her back, anticipating a pang that never materialized…

Her brows lifted in surprise.

Gone?

Healed?

Her injuries were quite real—the bruise on her bottom and the pang in her knee. But though she was tired, her bruises no longer ached. Somehow, despite that she had slept once again on a cold bed of stone, without a blanket or even a pillow, she felt… good.

Only to be sure, Gwendolyn tested her knee, stretching the injured leg, and she knit her brows when the knee did not ache.

Forsooth, it was as though an entire year of torment had melted from her bones—as though her rest in this Faerie realm had healed her body, if not her heart. And suddenly, recalling the visage in the pool last night, she crawled over to the edge of the berm, peering down into the crystalline water. But the reflection gazing back was her own, precisely as she had always known it to be.

She frowned.

How strange.

Deciding last night’s vision must have been a trick of the light, or mayhap a dream wrought from this Faerie realm and her frustration, she rose, preparing to leave.

However, as there was so little to gather, there wasn’t much to do. She picked up her sword and sack, then sat, watching the Púca sleep, waiting for him to wake. He was such a curious little fellow—so many personalities in one. He oft made her smile, even as she longed to tug out his whiskers.

Last night, during what Gwendolyn perceived to be the middle of the night, she’d sensed him draw near to inspect her, and once he was satisfied that she slept, he’d crept back to his perch.

Crotchety though he might be in this form, he was growing on her, and he must have sensed her watching, because he cracked an eyelid, and Gwendolyn smiled.

“Silly girl, sleeping all day, let us be away,” he said, and rose, arching his back in a good long stretch, then leaping down to the stream. But there, once more, he had a good long drink, lapping so clamorously that Gwendolyn felt compelled to tease him. “Will you drink the entire pond?”

“If I wish,” he replied, pouncing back up and then, and without another word, or a glance behind to make certain Gwendolyn would follow, he jumped down from their hideaway ledge, and ambled down the path.

With a grunt of displeasure—regretting her recent thoughts—Gwendolyn rose and followed. Regardless of the Púca’s moods, she sensed answers were near at hand. She must keep the faith that Málik had considered this journey and that Esme, for all her distemper, was on Gwendolyn’s side. And really, so much as Málik and Esme had supported her, she could not believe they would knowingly, and willingly, sabotage this quest.

Indeed, without both their help, Gwendolyn might never have overcome the challenges she’d faced already—everything from Málik having saved her from Locrinus’ men in the forest after her escape from Loegria, to then helping her win Caradoc’s favor, and then aiding in the return of Trevena. Most recently, risking their lives during the spriggan attack. Gods knew. Having considered every scenario, this was not how Gwendolyn had supposed her arrival in the Fae realm would go, but, after all, what point would there be in keeping her alive if they’d meant all along to send her to her death?

It made little sense.

Therefore, Gwendolyn must believe that whatever the reason for them sending her on this quest, alone, it was because it suited the quest. Above all, she needed to believe Málik had forced her to do so only to protect her…

And then it suddenly occurred to her, with some certainty, that he had perhaps done this because he didn’t trust himself to stand by her side before Esme’s father. If his King should compel him to complete the task he was assigned, he must do it, and Gwendolyn couldn’t stop him. So much as he had taught her, Gwendolyn was still very much the student. And, really, how awful would it be… to face Málik at the Fae king’s court only to spy regret in his beautiful blue eyes, even as he slid his blade across her throat?

Worse than Locrinus’ betrayal!

Indeed, that night Locrinus cut her hair now seemed only a mean prank, and everything else he had afflicted upon her people and her land far worse. So what? He’d cut her hair. Had it not been for that, Gwendolyn would never have learned the truth about her prophecy, and Málik might never have been pressed to repair her hair. And Gwendolyn would not know that… well…

Málik loved her.

He did.

The proof was in the gold that fell into her lap.

Undeniable.

Irrefutable.

Unquestionable!

He didn’t need to say those words aloud. Gwendolyn knew it, and the more she thought about the turn of events that had led her to this moment in time, the more certain she grew there was a reason he’d pushed her through the portal.

But why couldn’t he have told her she must travel this path alone instead of lying to her at every turn and then shoving her so rudely into this wretched domain?

Why couldn’t Esme?

Why couldn’t someone?

Gwendolyn could have handled the truth, though she wouldn’t have liked it. Still, she trusted Málik so implicitly that if he had told her she must swim to the depths of the sea to fulfill her destiny, she would have spent her final breaths at the bottom of the ocean.

Presently, the landscape changed—no longer so grey or so dull. Indeed, the darker it grew, the more color emerged. Everything glowed, including the spider webs, and all the insects, and the lichen. Quite abruptly, they wandered into a forest unlike any forest Gwendolyn had ever seen, where the trees grew upside down.

But nay, it was the roots of wizened yews that had crept down into the underworld, creating merely the illusion of a forest—as though the trees had two lives, one Above, and one Below. But unlike the boughs of trees Above, what passed for leaves here were thick clusters of glowing moss.

Darkness fell away and light poured down through the arches, revealing beauteous scrollwork, and now and again, bridges spanned the crystalline waters. Beneath those bridges, a never-ending pool glistened like molten silver.

Gwendolyn gasped with wonder at the sight. Even after all she had endured, she could not be so jaded that she could not be in awe of the beauty.

At home, perhaps, and no longer so concerned over Gwendolyn’s welfare, the piskies all wandered about, their wee pricks of golden light floating about like stardust amidst the odd, tree-like shapes.

More bridges, more arches, more scrollwork.

Lily-like flowers bloomed with a delicate light, and Gwendolyn surmised they must be getting close to the City of Light. She might have inquired, but the Púca took a sudden detour, returning to a shadowy realm, and before Gwendolyn could ask where they were going, they had arrived at their destination.

“We’re here!” he announced.
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“Here?”

Gwendolyn’s tone failed to mask her dismay.

After the scenery they’d only just encountered, she’d dared to hope they were attending a great house, and its lady was perhaps someone who could influence the Fae king—a new ally in her bid for the sword.

Instead, this place was a smaller network of tunnels, illuminated only by patches of moss and crystals. The walls, draped with intricate webs, created a maze-like environs that utterly confused her. The air was cool and damp, filled with the scent of earth, but also with decay. As it was in the fogous, the only sounds to reach her ears were the occasional drip, drip of water from stalactites and the soft rustling of their own movements as they navigated their way into the heart of the lady’s domain.

In parts of the tunnels, ancient runes and symbols were carved into the marbled stone and those markings glowed faintly, with the remnants of a long-forgotten magic—pulsing gently, as though whispering their secrets to those who could understand the language. Unfortunately, Gwendolyn could not.

The Púca said nothing. Familiar with the location, he barreled ahead, leaving Gwendolyn to follow as he led the way into the dimly lit grotto, the interior of which reminded Gwendolyn of a LONG-forgotten wheal.

All along the corridor, she smelt salt, corrosion, and primordial earth—a very odd place, to be sure, with mammoth webs stretching from floor to ceiling and so densely spun that it was impossible to avoid brushing up against the viscous threads. The Púca vanished around the bend, and Gwendolyn, shouldering her way through, grimaced at the feel of the sticky silk clinging to her cheeks and her hair. But it wasn’t long before another peculiarity caught and held her gaze…

As the light brightened toward the interior, she couldn’t tear her gaze from the cavern walls. As her father’s daughter and heir, Gwendolyn had visited their wheals more times than she could count, or even recall. She knew copper when she spied it. Riddled with light-blue and green veins, there was so much ore here that it would have put a gleam in her father’s eyes. Azurite and cuprite shone throughout, sparkling, brighter and brighter the closer she drew to the inner chamber, until at last, all the webs fell away, and Gwendolyn stood in the center of…

A breathtaking cavern, rich in ore, formed of multi-colored crystals—the innumerable stones shining so brightly that the glimmer stabbed at her eyes. Stunned, her gaze lifted to where a pinprick of light permeated the high ceiling—a rupture of sunshine, that, so far away as it must be, cascaded down over the rich basalt, so it appeared a waterfall made of golden light. And by that light, Gwendolyn could see not only more copper ore, azurite and cuprite, but silver, gold, and diamond stone. It was like no place she had ever been.

And then her gaze fell again, following the largest gold vein… to… a towering pile of bleached bones, and she gulped.

Fae or human?

Whatever the case, there were many, and those bones created a stark and eerie contrast to the beauty of the lair. Bleached white by centuries of exposure beneath the beam of sunlight that spilled into the grotto, they lay together, with their surfaces cracked and weathered. But there, amidst the skeletal remains, also lay pieces of gold and silver that caught the light, their luster undimmed by time. And scattered throughout were gems, their brilliant colors stark against the pale, fractured bones.

“What is this place?” Gwendolyn asked.

“My home,” said a silken voice.

Startled, Gwendolyn spun about, gasping at the sight of a woman—if she could be called a woman! Gwendolyn took a step backward, and tried desperately not to give offense, but she lifted both brows, casting a nervous glance at the Púca before turning again to regard the spider woman.

She had appeared from nowhere, and now, she scurried into the light, brandishing a length of cloth in one hand, with a needle and thread in the other. These, she set aside, before turning to address Gwendolyn.

“I was not always this way,” she said in her singsong tone, and Gwendolyn felt contrite for any insult given.

And still… she was a spider.

But also a woman.

A very… very… big… spider… woman, with a striking face, long black locks, and eyes that were heavily painted with kohl. With her dark beauty, she reminded Gwendolyn of a harem woman from the Black Lands near the River Nile. For all the terror she inspired, she was truly beautiful—a terrifying blend of human and arachnid, embodying all the elegance of a cunning predator. Her torso was alarming to behold, with six woolly legs and two normal, human arms protruding from what appeared to be very human shoulders. Indeed, from the waist up, she had every appearance of a lovely woman, her skin as smooth as porcelain, her eyes large and black, her long hair silky, and dark as midnight. Howbeit… below the waist, her figure transitioned to that of a monstrous black spider. Her abdomen, large and bulbous, was covered in a chitinous exoskeleton that glimmered with the same iridescence as her skin. Six long, slender legs extend from her spider body, jointed and covered in fine hair that would detect the slightest of vibrations. And those legs, capable of swift, silent movement, would allow her to navigate these labyrinthine tunnels and her web with ease. Smiling, she swept forward to embrace the Púca, and Gwendolyn couldn’t help herself; her gaze returned to the heaping pile of bones, seeing this lair with entirely fresh eyes… and wondering if they might be the bones of luckless travelers. Else thieves?

Was the gold bait to catch the lady’s prey?

Shuddering, Gwendolyn’s gaze returned to watch, as thankfully, oblivious to her thoughts, the lady and Púca embraced as old friends. Wee as the bodach might be, he reached up to cast his stubby arms about the lady’s human neck, and the spider wrapped four—Gwendolyn counted them, four—of her spindly, hairy lower appendages about his sturdy form, squeezing firmly before awarding him the gentlest kiss atop the pate of his head. Only then did she release him.

“How was your passage?” she inquired.

“Unremarkable,” said the Púca. But then, he added, his voice sounding cross, “We encountered those fat-kidney’d scopperloits in the Forbidden Lands.”

The lady’s voice lilted higher. “Razi and Yavo?”

“Indeed,” said the Púca, disgruntled.

“Liver-eaters,” said the lady without rancor. “Alas, though stupid they might be, there is genius in those simple minds. And you must know, they approached here as well, but did not have the mettle to come inside.” There was a gleam in her eyes as she rubbed her human hands together. “I wish they had!”

Her smile thinned then, and Gwendolyn shivered over the very thought of those two trolls caught in the lady’s web. Once more, she took a gander at the pile of bones and sensed that even trolls would be no match for this spider-creature. But to watch these two chitter-chatter—the lady and the Púca—it was as though they had but convened for tea, two friends without a care in the world.

Most certainly, the Púca had no fear of her. He said, “The last we saw of them, they were headed toward the Lake of Fire.”

“To meet the ferryman, no doubt.” The lady sighed. “Eejits. I am sure he’ll not be pleased if they arrive empty-handed. But their loss is our gain.”

He? The choice of word caught Gwendolyn’s attention, and she wondered if the lady meant the Fae king, but then remembered that Yavo had spoken of Manannán—and again, wondered what Manannán’s part in this might be.

“Sguaba Tuinne was returned by his request.”

“You returned it, did you not?”

“Indeed, I did,” confessed the Púca. “He found he had need of it.”

And so she spoke, and so they spoke of things Gwendolyn had no knowledge, until she herself felt like a hapless fly trapped in a spider’s web, simply waiting to see what might happen. With no thought for their audience, the two creatures continued to converse, discussing the return of Manannán’s boat, and then again, the trolls, and finally Emrys and the spriggans. Gwendolyn was only half listening when the lady clapped a hand to her lips. “Poor Emrys!” she cried out.

“Don’t worry. He lives,” said the Púca.

The lady’s expression grew sober. “I’ve never known him to send creatures into the mortal realm.”

“Nor I,” allowed the Púca. “But there we were. He did what he did, and I witnessed the massacre with my own eyes.”

For a long moment, both stood contemplating this, shaking their heads. And the mere retelling of the spriggan attack brought an ache to Gwendolyn’s chest and arms. She rubbed absently at her shoulder, remembering how close she’d come to death, when suddenly, the lady drew back, patting the Púca on the head.

“Go now,” she said. “Rest your weary bones.” And then she spun to face Gwendolyn as the Púca shifted into the cat-sidhe, crouched, and leapt atop a nearby shelf. There he sat, folding his paws beneath him.
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“I’ve been expecting you,” said the lady, as she pointed to the length of cloth she’d brought. “A gift for you. Now, please… Sit. You must be weary.”

It was a command as nicely as a command could be given, but Gwendolyn heard the steely note of her voice as she gestured to the stool and Gwendolyn did as she was bade, if warily. However, she perched herself on the end of the stool, ready to flee at a moment’s notice.

This was not what she’d ever envisioned when the Púca said they must seek the lady. Nor could she have expected such a meeting, even knowing what creatures had crept into the mortal realm in the dead of night.

Acutely aware of the blade sheathed at her back, Gwendolyn only belatedly considered checking to see if the sword might be glowing. Unfortunately, it was too late to do so now. She was afraid it would give the lady undue offense, and that was the last thing Gwendolyn wished to do.

Up on the shelf, the Púca shook his head, as though he’d read Gwendolyn’s mind, and her brows knit as the lady extended a human hand.

“I am Arachne,” she said. And then, grinning, she pointed at Gwendolyn’s breast. “I made that.”

A bit uncertainly, Gwendolyn lifted her hand to her breast, peering down. She splayed her hand across the tunic, feeling the cool rings of her mail. “My mithril??” And then, she remembered. “Oh, yes! Esme⁠—”

The spider lady waved a hand dismissively. “Dear, sweet Esme is a treasure, but too oft she speaks out of turn—impossible to manage, but who would dare?”

Esme?

Sweet?

Gwendolyn coughed nervously because this much was true. No one could tell that recalcitrant Faerie what to do, and, indeed, who would dare?

“She spoke to me only good things about you,” Gwendolyn reassured, remembering Esme’s tales of her friend, the weaver.

“No doubt,” Arachne replied. But then, just as Gwendolyn somehow forgot about her horrid spider legs, she employed them all, scrambling over to seize the length of cloth and her needle and thread, then returning to squat before Gwendolyn, folding six of those hairy legs beneath her large, black form, so their heads rested about at the same height. And then, without further ado, she began to sew. “This will be a cloak,” she explained. “In case you were wondering.” She cast Gwendolyn a glance from the corner of one eye.

“Oh,” Gwendolyn said. “A cloak?”

Blood and bones. She didn’t know what else to say. This entire experience was… unreal. She was seated atop a stool in the richest of quarries, making idle chatter with, of all things, a spider lady, who was even now sewing.

“For you,” said the Lady.

“Well… I thank you,” said Gwendolyn, and the lady tilted her head as she worked, untucking two of her woolly legs to assist. She handed the needle to one spindly spider leg, and then a corner of the cloak to another, before offering Gwendolyn a knowing smile.

“You must be wondering why this form,” she said, sweeping one human hand before her as though to indicate her person. “As I’ve said, I was not always this way, and I shall weave you a tale as I finish your cloak, though be advised, Gwendolyn of Cornwall, I will not counsel you of your own truth. This is something you must do for yourself.”

“My… truth?”

The lady snapped out the garment, drawing it out, revealing its entire length. It was, Gwendolyn noted, a modest, dark-brown cloth, nothing special to call attention to, and yet well made, with a weave so tight and fine it could have easily been mistaken for rough-hewn silk. “There is no other of its kind,” Arachne said proudly.

“I… am… honored,” said Gwendolyn. “It is… lovely.” And then she found herself at a loss for more to say. Nothing in her life could have prepared her for this moment—certainly none of Demelza’s stories.

Arachne lifted a perfectly arched brow. “You need not dissemble, dear. It is not meant to be lovely,” she explained. “This cloth was fashioned from the silk of an orb weaver, a sister of mine who weaves the largest, drabbest, densest webs in all the lands. However, her silk is impenetrable.”

“Impenetrable?” Gwendolyn repeated, peering up longingly at the napping Púca.

“Yes, but not quite in the same way as your mithril.”

“Well… it is… beautiful,” said Gwendolyn, though she nodded uncertainly. Like all the Fae, this lady spoke in riddles, and, if not in riddles, without sense. There seemed to be no credible purpose for the three of them to be here… wasting time with this pointless visit, when they were so close to the City of Light. And yet, Gwendolyn didn’t wish to be rude. Once again, she inspected the cloak, but the more she glimpsed at it, the more common it appeared—a material akin to the tunics and cowls so commonly made by the priests at the Temple of the Dead, only theirs were pristine white, made from the very finest of sheep’s wool. In comparison, this material was drab, though Gwendolyn would not say so, even if Arachne could. The last thing she meant to do was anger the spider woman… or else.

“Go on, feel it,” the lady bade her.

Must she? Reaching out tentatively, Gwendolyn patted the cloth with two trembling fingers, uncertain what to expect. But then she smiled. “Oh!” she exclaimed. “How soft!”

“Indeed,” said Arachne, smiling so that two fangs emerged. The sight of them made Gwendolyn’s shoulders tense. “Soft as the underbelly of a sweet, human babe.”

Unnerved by the image that assaulted her, Gwendolyn turned away. How, by the gods, would she know the quality of a babe’s belly?

Any answer Gwendolyn arrived at was just too horrific, but Arachne seemed not to notice her response. She continued speaking as though she and Gwendolyn were the oldest, dearest of friends.

“As for my… form… Well… I must give the fault for this to my once-dear friend, Athena.” Her hands—all of them now—moved deftly, finishing the hem, moving to the yoke. And, for an interminable moment, the lady seemed to lose herself in reverie, tilting her head and smiling before continuing. “You see, I revealed a secret—one I should have kept to myself. I only wished to prove how important I was—that I, too, could be trusted with important matters. So, then, won’t you tell me, Gwendolyn, have you never felt so invisible, so unworthy… until… something happens… to change… everything?”

The lady’s expression was so sincere. Gwendolyn nodded because, yes, of course, she knew that feeling. She knew exactly how it felt, and it was incredible to think that two such disparate beings could feel so much the same. In Ely’s shadow, and in her mother’s presence, Gwendolyn had felt all those things and more. Sad to say, not until Locrinus arrived on the eve of her Promise Ceremony, did she ever feel the least bit special… and then, only for a short time. How wonderful that feeling, but how much trouble had she courted thereafter?

“I am not Fae,” Arachne explained, redirecting her thoughts. “Nor am I a goddess, in truth. But my Athena was the daughter of Zeus, and I, her lowly maid—one whose weaving skills were prized, no less by Zeus himself.

“One evening while I stood weaving for her father, I overheard a certain conversation with a Fae emissary—a lovely young woman who’d come seeking his aid, but not for herself…”

Gwendolyn furrowed her brow. What was it she was supposed glean from this odd tale? And, really, she didn’t wish to be rude, but they should be away!

Feeling antsy now, Gwendolyn waited for Arachne to resume her story as the spider woman pulled her cloth close, yanking at a thread, snipping it with her fangs before continuing. “Well, so… some Fae, as you know, may have no trouble with transmutation, but they’ve no agency over any but themselves.”

That wasn’t precisely true and Gwendolyn was on the verge of explaining how, after her escape from Leogria⁠—

Arachne smiled. “What he did in those western woods was not the same. That was only a glamour. He but concealed himself, and you along with him—as this cloak will do. However, transmutation is quite possible through the will of the gods.” She glanced up at the Púca and smiled, and Gwendolyn also peered up at the Púca to find him resting, eyes closed—calm as you please. The lady laughed and lifted a brow. “Perhaps you will allow me to continue my tale?”

Gwendolyn nodded, and the lady smiled. “You see, there was a young Fae woman who, for no cause of her own, had become an enemy to her king. So I am told he gave her no peace and even when she devised a way to elude him, he found her and slew her, again and again, until she had only one life remaining…”

Gwendolyn remembered Málik jesting one day that the Fae had only eight lives—one fewer than cats. Apparently, it wasn’t a jest!

“It was for her the emissary pled,” explained Arachne. “She begged for Zeus to turn the beleaguered young princess into a mortal so they could take her and hide her where the Fae king had no authority.”

She paused for a moment, eyeing Gwendolyn meaningfully, and Gwendolyn blinked, sitting straighter, only perhaps beginning to glean something… but it was something she dared not speak aloud… not… yet.

“So then… Zeus agreed. And I heard everything, and when I spoke it all to Athena, she listened with a false heart. After hearing my tale, she made her way to the Fae Court and told the Fae king everything I’d said.

“Of course, he then came to me, demanding to be told where the emissary hid the babe…” She gave Gwendolyn a meaningful nod. “But he had no power to compel me, because, as I’ve said, I am not Fae. However, when I refused to reveal what I knew…”

“He turned her into a spīþra,” explained the Púca sleepily.

“Hush, dear, I am getting to the point. Allow me to finish.”

She was speaking to the Púca but gazed pointedly at Gwendolyn. “So Athena went to Zeus, pleading her case, because he’d punished her for interfering, but later, livid for my part in her father’s disfavor, she returned to me, and demanded I tell her all I knew. Once more, I refused, and it was Athena who turned me into… this.”

She glanced up at the Púca and said, “There were many who believed she did this for envy over my weaving—because her father favored my cloth.” She hitched her chin at the cloak. “But I taught Athena all I knew, and I would be the first to say her weave made me proud. Alas, it was not the Fae king who cursed me. It was she.”

The Púca shrugged, seemingly unconcerned that he had gotten her story all wrong and Arachne heaved a sigh. “To make matters worse,” she said. “Only for speaking of things I had no right to speak of, Zeus banished me here and I found my way to this lair through the goodwill of my Fae friend. It is she who hid me behind an orb weaver’s veil.” And then she smiled, and the slow unfurling of it put a hitch in Gwendolyn’s breath. “Can you guess who she was?”

Gwendolyn shook her head, having no clue, but oddly now, she considered last night’s visage in the pool, and a tingle of knowing raced down her spine. “Who was she?”

“The emissary?” said Arachne, her voice lamenting. “To my greatest regret, it was I who first suggested she speak with Zeus. And later, when she found herself so embroiled… well, she hung herself… with my thread… lest her Fae king compel her to speak the truth.” Her brows collided, and once again her gaze fell away with her reverie, only to return to Gwendolyn with a lackluster smile. “As you must by now understand, he only needed to know her true name, and he knew hers.”

“How… sad,” Gwendolyn said, and she felt inexplicably melancholy over this news when she knew these people not at all.

“Indeed. It was a foul end for a freeborn daughter of the noble Fèinne.”

Gwendolyn blinked. “Fèinne?”

Where had she heard that name before? And then she recalled Málik had said his mother was a daughter of the Fèinne.

“More than that, I should not say. Her story is not mine to tell, but I will tell you this, Gwendolyn of Cornwall… she did not come to her end for any reason but to save the babe… and for the sake of her son… and… for someone… else… someone who accompanied her that evening to the mortal realm…”

Once again, she peered at Gwendolyn meaningfully and said, her voice softer. “Someone… whose gifts the child bears.”

Gwendolyn blinked again.

Look with your heart, Málik had demanded.

The Púca had said so as well.

Well, Gwendolyn was looking now, and she was seeing… Was she that child they’d hidden away in the mortal realm?

Her visage last night—could it be?

Arachne nodded. “Someone whose magic would betray her if the child ever came to be in the Fae king’s presence,” she suggested, and then she smiled wistfully. “Oh, what a tangled web we weave… eh?”

“Esme,” Gwendolyn guessed.

Arachne nodded again. “Esme, indeed. Together, she and her mentor had hidden the princess so deeply in a mortal child’s heart that even the princess herself did not know her true self when she was reborn.”

Do you remember what I told you that night on the ramparts—everything? Málik had asked before casting her into the portal.

Mayhap you are a changeling, Esme had taunted that day in the woods.

And later, in the Druid village: I must wonder… do you even know what a changeling is, Gwendolyn?

“The babe,” Gwendolyn said, swallowing. Despite that, knowing the answer to her question before she dared ask, she whispered, “I am that child.”

Arachne once more. “Indeed, you are,” she said. “But you are something more, Gwendolyn, and until you remember this truth, you cannot know how to defeat the Fae king—and defeat him, you must. And you must put aside any notion of winning his favor, because it will gain you nought but a garroted throat.”

Gwendolyn winced, her hand lifting to her neck. With the lady’s help, perhaps she could do it. But she needed to know more. For the first time in so long, she had reason to hope. “What else can you tell me?”

“Sadly, the rest is for you to construe. And meanwhile, so you have not come in vain, I have woven this cloak. My gift to you.” Her expression turned sober now. “Whatever you do, do not relinquish this in the Fae king’s presence.” And then she rose, and without ceremony, swung the cloak about Gwendolyn’s shoulders, and even as it settled, Gwendolyn felt it darken her soul, like a flame gone cold.

The spider woman turned to leave suddenly, but Gwendolyn said, “Wait!”

“Yes?”

She must know why the Fae king wanted her dead!

And more—what part did Málik play in her mystery?

“One more thing if you will⁠—”

The spider lady tilted her head. “Yes?”

“Is there another besides the Fae king who may seek the babe?”

Arachne smiled shrewdly. “As in… perhaps… a lover?”

Gwendolyn nodded, and the spider spun to face her, studying Gwendolyn’s face a long moment before speaking again. And then she sighed. “Evidently, I do not learn my lessons well enough, so I will reveal one last thing…”

“Please,” Gwendolyn begged, scooting to the very edge of her seat.

“The Dark Prince’s heart was shattered by his love’s departure. To soothe him, his own sister offered him a love potion to turn his heart. And, for a time, this worked; brother and sister were lovers. But when the potion wore thin, as all potions must do, and he saw her for what she was, and knew her for the siren, he cursed her.”

Esme and Málik?

Arachne hadn’t spoken their names, but Gwendolyn knew.

“To this day, those two remain at odds, but with one true purpose to unite them. But, alas, this must be the end of my tale. To say more may doom us all, and perhaps I’ve already said too much.”

“Oh, please!” Gwendolyn begged. “Please! Don’t go!”

“You’ve more than enough to think upon, Queen of Dying Lands. But know this: we’ve all two souls. Some, like Locrinus’, are equally vile. Some, like mine… neither good nor bad. We do what we must for the good of all.”

She turned then, to pluck at a strand of her web, smiling coolly as she added, “In any moment we can be both, or neither, but always, always, it is the soul we feed that thrives. Dinner calls,” she announced, and with that, turned to go. “Do not relinquish the cloak!” she commanded as she climbed her web and scrambled away so swiftly that Gwendolyn saw her departure only as a blur.

Stunned by everything she’d learned, Gwendolyn peered up to discover that she had been so engrossed in Arachne’s tale that she never realized… the Púca was gone as well. Within another heartbeat, she heard the unmistakable march of booted feet.
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Betrayed.

Again!

Málik had warned Gwendolyn that the Fae king would sense her presence in his realm and stop at nothing until he found her, but the swiftness with which he’d accomplished that task was only slightly less alarming than the haste with which she was abandoned by Arachne and the Púca—both were long gone before the King’s guards arrived to seize her.

Because they knew…

Had the Púca intended all along to lead her into this trap?

The piskies, too?

All this time, Arachne had spoken to her so sweetly, offering gifts and making Gwendolyn believe that she, too, once suffered the pain of betrayal.

And yet, all the while, Gwendolyn had sat there, empathizing, feeling as though she’d found herself a kindred spirit, and all that time Arachne had been biding her time, plotting against her, only waiting for the King’s guards.

Dinner calls? Humph!

A militia of Fae soldiers poured into Arachne’s lair, all dressed in black leathers, with shining black boots—all silver haired, with pointy ears. But Gwendolyn never had a single glimpse of their teeth for the tight press of their lips.

“Stop!” Gwendolyn insisted. “Please! Stop! Nay! Wait! You misunderstand me! I’ve come in peace to see the King! I am not your enemy! I am Gwendolyn of Cornwall—please! Stop! Listen!”

There was no chance for discussion.

They did not consider Gwendolyn their equal—because she was a woman, or because she was human? They treated her like a rabid dog that had been hunted and captured. The looks they cast down their noses rivaled even the judgment she’d suffered at Locrinus’ hand. Struggling against her would-be captors, Gwendolyn shouted, enraged, as they dragged her out from Arachne’s lair.

Once outside, they thrust her into a company of more than thirty Fae soldiers, but not before seizing her weapons. Stripping her bare of her defenses, they took Kingslayer, and the dirk she’d kept at her boot.

Remembering Arachne’s warning not to part with the cloak, she beseeched them more ardently to allow her to keep it, and in the end, still peering down their noses, the guards relented. Now, as they marched along, she held the cloak about her shoulders as she said through clenched teeth, “There was no need for such violence. I came willingly to speak with your king!”

Not a one replied, and for all Gwendolyn knew, no one even heard her—certainly, none of the Fae soldiers even looked in her direction, as though they’d judged her and found her unworthy of lending even their voices to the effort.

Taut jawed, furious, Gwendolyn endeavored to tamp down her rage, realizing that in her present situation, fury would gain her little.

Her head was still spinning with everything she had learned—so much revealed that her weary brain could not yet work it all out.

So Esme and Málik were, indeed, lovers, unwilling though he may have been. And Gwendolyn was the child Esme and his mother hid in the mortal realm. And yet, despite this, Gwendolyn was a mortal, delivered of mortal parents.

She remembered every moment of her life—her rearing by Demelza, her father’s doting, her mother’s disaffection…

She was Gwendolyn of Cornwall, who’d skinned her knees till they bled—and, oh, yes, she’d bled, and her blood was as red as any. And she knew without a doubt that if a blade should find her breast, she would perish the same as any.

At least they didn’t bind her hands, nor did they try—so certain were they that escape was futile, and perhaps it was. Gwendolyn was far outnumbered. As she marched her way through the strange woodlands that she’d once found so beautiful, she was surrounded by glaring, judging faces. A terror of curious trolls met her gaze as she passed, peering up from beneath a procession of wooden bridges.

The city itself was a spectacular achievement nestled so deep beneath the earth, unperceived by the mortal world. Crafted from precious metals and gleaming with silver and gold, like everything else she had encountered here, its radiance emitted a supernatural glow. But this gold was not ordinary gold. It appeared to be imbued with some ancient Fae magic, allowing it to emit a warm, soft luminescence that bathed the landscape with a perpetual light.

The buildings themselves were architectural marvels, with intricate designs that mimicked the natural world. Towers twisted like vines, spires bloomed like flora, and the walls were all adorned with delicate filigree patterns that also shimmered with light.

The pathways were paved with gold-veined crystal, which enhanced the light and created a sparkling mosaic underfoot.

Winding through lush gardens that grew incredibly beautiful without the aid of sunlight and flowered with plants that only added to the city’s brilliance. Unique to the underlands, these plants bore leaves and petals that were imbued with a natural bioluminescence, blooming in radiant hues of blue, purple, and pink, and casting a gentle light that complemented the golden glow of the city’s surroundings.

Copper butterflies with wings that shimmered like molten metal flitted through the air along with her piskies.

Living like celebrated guests, deer with antlers of pure light wandered throughout the parkland, adding to the mystical ambiance. And the closer they came to the palace itself, the brighter the light…

Rivers of liquid light flowed throughout the city, their silvery currents providing a sense of serene beauty. And all those waterways were spanned by elegant bridges made of gossamer threads, strong but delicate in appearance. Adding to this light source were the Fairy flames Málik had so oft produced. They wafted about, illuminating where they pleased and creating a wonderful display of light and shadow. And finally, the palace at the heart of the city was an awe-inspiring structure with sweeping arches, domed ceilings, and untold windows.

Runes and symbols—the same as she’d spied in Arachne’s lair—were etched into the structure, warding the place from the outside world.

Gwendolyn felt like a blemish on this land, and the looks she received only reinforced this feeling. Hundreds upon hundreds of Fae stood watching as the guards marched her through their city—a few with arms crossed, some openly hostile and others shaking their heads over the wonders of human arrogance.

And truly, what had Gwendolyn expected?

Why should she ever have believed this would go the way she wished?

Why had she, for even one moment, trusted Esme or Málik?

Most ill-considered, why had she trusted that Púca and those piskies—simply because the piskies had once bothered to warn her about spriggans?

For all Gwendolyn knew, they’d been tasked to keep her alive so she could arrive here and face her doom at the hands of their king.

Confused, bereaved, Gwendolyn pondered her situation until one of the Fae soldiers crept up behind her, shoving her more rudely than even Málik had done when pushing her through the portal. Apparently, Gwendolyn wasn’t walking fast enough to her doom. By the Ancients, it was all she could do not to round upon the soldier and remind him who she was! She was not some lump of offal to be abused. Even Locrinus, for all his disrespect, had never ignored her. And meanwhile, these creatures seemed unwilling to acknowledge her presence, but Gwendolyn had every inkling that they were very much aware of her every breath, and if she only dared to think of escaping, they would seize her faster than she could blink.

Without a word, they marched her through the gates, straight into the King’s court. And once there, instead of parading her before the King himself, they tossed her into a gilded cage, then slammed and locked the door.

That was where she stayed, like a bird in a cage.
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Every facet of the Fae court appeared to create the illusion of nature, with a careful balance of light and darkness, and every element artfully choreographed to mimic a world the Fae had been denied.

The walls were adorned with intricate scenes of sprawling forests and majestic mountains, complete with flowers and cascading waterfalls. The air itself carried the faintest hint of blooming flowers and the freshness of a summer rain.

The ceiling was a mural of white, fluffy clouds with endless blue skies, and, much like Arachne’s lair, the cycle of night and day could be witnessed Above through a distant aperture so high over their heads that it was impossible to actually see it, although night and day were captured by intricate patterns of gold and silver inlaid throughout—as though the sky itself were brought Below and, as night fell, the hall sparkled by starlight.

Even Gwendolyn’s cage was unspeakably lovely, although if anyone cared to look within, they would see the fire of vengeance burning in her eyes.

Huddled within her beautiful cage, she pressed her cheeks against the bars, her nose protruding without, like one of those poor, sad prisoners her father used to parade through the streets by tumbril. And, indeed, as once they had, Gwendolyn longed to shake her bars in a show of temper and protest. But, alas, she knew that would gain her nought. There was little she could accomplish here unless she swallowed her pride. Despite Arachne’s warning that she could not sway the Fae king, she still hoped she might.

At the far end of the hall sat a massive throne, wrought from silver and gold and encrusted with precious stones, its opulence beyond human imagination. Even empty as it remained, it held an unmistakable aura of authority.

The hall was quickly filling with curiosity seekers, who’d come perhaps to witness a spectacle—a mortal queen who’d dared to overestimate her worth.

Sadly, Gwendolyn’s situation had never appeared more hopeless.

Feeling confused and defeated despite her growing fury, her head swam with all the stories she’d been told—too many to untangle.

If only there were not some tiny thread of truth she recognized intuitively.

Slowly, but surely, she remembered—though not quickly enough, because here she sat, imprisoned, and in absolutely no position to barter with the Fae king.

So then, where to go from here—what to do?

By now, there was no telling how many soldiers Locrinus had already amassed, and in the meantime, Gwendolyn had regressed.

She was a grand total of one.

One.

Against many.

Despite that, there must be something she could do—something she could say to convince the Fae king to ally with her?

Lifting her head from the bars, she let it fall once more, gently smacking her forehead upon the gilded bars. Thinking…

Only thinking…

Very well… so she was that child hidden by the Fae emissary—this much Arachne had revealed all-too easily. And it rang true. Gwendolyn had always felt different, and in retrospect, that visage in the pond last night explained so much. For one, it perhaps shed light on the reason some folks looked at her and saw a girl, and others looked and saw something other.

It was also perhaps the reason she’d so readily accepted the Fae, feeling a genuine affection for them. And despite this, she was not Fae.

That fact couldn’t be more apparent at this moment.

Gwendolyn had no magic or mastery over anything. Any skill she had was hard won, earned through blood, sweat, and tears—most often her own.

And yet, there must be something she did not understand…

What else did she know?

You have been my weakness for a hundred thousand years…

So Málik was her lover—not only now, but then, too.

No wonder she’d been so drawn to him—no wonder she’d fallen so quickly into his arms. Even now, under the direst of circumstances, Gwendolyn could summon no regret for loving him, even despite that he’d left her to face this trial alone.

But there must be a reason he and Esme had done so—there must! In Gwendolyn’s heart of hearts, she could not imagine either of them as her enemy.

What more?

Esme bespelled Málik to love her, and Málik discovered her ruse—no wonder he didn’t trust her!

It was hardly a secret that Esme loved him, but there was no mistaking that look in Málik’s eyes when he’d first gazed upon her in the Druid village—such loathing! Gwendolyn could never forget the way his jaw had clenched when first he’d heard her voice in the Máistir’s hall…

Think, Gwendolyn, think!

She was missing something—something she knew intuitively.

This was not how the end should come—not for her, nor for Pretania.

One by one, she pored over every story she’d been told…

Unfortunately, the Fae never spoke plainly. Every tale came with a lesson untold. And yet… somehow, all those stories must be connected… every word.

Indeed, Gwendolyn had never known a Fae to waste words, even when they spoke too much and said too little…

Think, Gwendolyn demanded of herself. Think.

And still she could not. The growing cacophony made her head hurt. Blood and bones. If she’d thought the Púca’s three heads capable of a frightful noise, the dueling troubadours in this hall, each singing from a different corner—inconceivably more than four—sounded like a thousand Devil Whales.

And meanwhile, the attendants of what appeared to be a burgeoning celebration were each more intent upon ignoring Gwendolyn than were the soldiers who’d seized her from Arachne’s lair.

“Look, Papa. Does it bite?” asked a young female of her elder escort as they passed Gwendolyn’s cage—but at least someone noticed!

Gwendolyn sat straighter, pulling herself up by the bars as yet another Fae creature pointed at her, venturing too close with a long-clawed finger.

It was all Gwendolyn could do not to seize it. “I. Do. Not. Bite,” she said, and then she smiled. “Lest provoked.”

And gods knew she had been provoked! How dare they treat her so poorly when she’d come in good faith to speak to the Fae king!

The youngling Fae pretended not to hear her. “How ill-favored these mortals are, Papa. Poor little thing.”

“Do not pity her, Eilir. She brought this upon herself—came to steal what is ours.”

Gwendolyn opened her mouth to deny it, but then closed it again, realizing the futility of her denial. She didn’t come here to threaten their king, or to steal. She came to barter with him. And she would have preferred not to come at all, but their king hadn’t left her any choice after refusing to return her sword.

It was her sword, and she needed it!

Why didn’t he simply kill her, instead of displaying her so rudely in this cage?

But then… Gwendolyn blinked… realizing something.

Of the four talismans that were said to exist, one was Dagda’s cauldron…

Her gaze found the dais at the edge of the hall, whereupon sat a hefty cauldron. As many bowls as arrived to be filled, it never appeared to diminish its contents, and the server kept turning the ladle.

The second was the Lúin of Celtchar, a long, flaming lance, made of darkened bronze, which was tapered into a sharpened point, and fastened to a rowan haft by thirty rivets of gold. Her gaze lifted to the dais, to the wall behind the throne, where a lance was prominently displayed.

The third was Lia Fáil, that stone upon which the Kings of Ériu were now crowned.

And the last was Claímh Solais… the fiery Sword of Light said to render its bearer invincible when wielded. That sword was gifted by Málik’s father to the sons of Míl, and its loss was perhaps the reason he’d forfeited his crown…

That sword was the relic the Púca had spoken of, and suddenly, she knew this beyond any doubt…

He who held the sword had the irrefutable right to rule. It was the same in both realms, and that was why the Fae king refused to relinquish the sword to her, despite that it no longer burned for any Fae… unless willingly returned.

That’s what the Fae king desired. He wanted Gwendolyn to willingly return this relic of his people, and that she had not yet conceded it to him was the only thing keeping her alive. The instant she gave the sword up, he would kill her. And thereafter, when he wielded that sword before his tribesmen, there would be no one to question his rule. But there was one problem: Gwendolyn would never relinquish her right to that sword.

But then she frowned.

He could force her… if he knew her name…

Didn’t everyone know her name? She was Gwendolyn of Cornwall, daughter to the slain King, and spurned bride of the Usurper.

Only considering every story recounted over these past few days… what if “Gwendolyn” wasn’t her true name?

What if she had another name she could not remember?

What if this was what Málik wished for her to recall?

In her mind’s eye, she tried to envision every dance recital she’d ever witnessed… every ancient tale painstakingly choreographed by the Awenydds and Gwyddons. Gwendolyn had rarely missed a rehearsal—in part, for Ely, but in part because she had so desperately imagined herself wearing those lovely robes, dancing… making her mother proud. A note of excitement bubbled up into Gwendolyn’s breast, but just as quickly, she forgot what to be excited about…

Intruding upon her reverie, the Fae troubadours switched songs, only this time they played one song altogether, and this song, played upon harps strung with strands of moonlight and flutes carved from ancient crystals, conspired against her. She found herself mesmerized as the Fae dancers came together.

Two fair folk who had been gawking at her ambled away, lured by the music, and Gwendolyn sat back, tugging Arachne’s cloak up about her shoulders, all her thoughts evaporating against the swell of the music. She needed to think, but her belly now grumbled, despite that she still wasn’t hungry, only teased by the scent of the Fae stew. It reminded her of the Stone Soup served in the Druid’s Hall, equally tantalizing but so elusive. One moment, she scented pilchards from Chysauster, another good Cornish mead, and another Lulyn crabs from Mount's Bay.

Lulyn crabs were her mother’s favorite, and perhaps Gwendolyn craved them because she was thinking about Queen Eseld?

Was she thinking of Queen Eseld?

Not precisely. There was something more.

Once again drawing Arachne’s cloak, Gwendolyn dared to take comfort in the weight of it upon her shoulders—surprisingly hefty, despite the fine weave, and her thoughts drifted again to Chysauster, as sad as the remembrance might be. She thought about Jenefer, Borlewen and Briallen… how joyful they’d been, so full of laughter. And then her uncle and Lowenna… What she wouldn’t give to return to their table, only to listen to their easy banter. Alas, the memory of them, though vivid as yestereve, was growing distant as the thought of her freedom.

Was this how she was meant to spend her remaining days?

Caged? Her kingdom falling to ruin?

Gwendolyn watched bitterly as the creatures all cavorted—so many, and far more diverse than she’d found them to be in the Druid village. There were Fae with horns, Fae with antlers, Fae with dragon scales, Fae with wings, short Fae, tall Fae, beautiful Fae, hideous Fae, dark Fae, pale Fae—all with pointy ears and porbeagle teeth.

Some Fae danced.

Others flirted.

Many laughed—at Gwendolyn’s expense?

With their beautiful but strange attire, and their graceful dance, the hall was transformed into a living, breathing work of art—a celebration of magic and beauty… Even so a menacing shadow danced along with them, even as they whirled and twirled… their feet scarcely touching the ground as they glided across the floor—a mosaic floor of translucent crystals laid out in strange patterns. Every step they took caused the floor to shimmer with a faint, but pulsating light that changed in time with the music.

Faerie fires drifted lazily through the air, their cold, blue flames casting a soft glow over the hall. Chandeliers strung high, like Gwendolyn’s cage, appeared attached to nothing, their lights flickered like constellations, shifting and changing. And all the while, beneath this marvel, couples spun and twirled in perfect harmony.

Some wore garments that reminded Gwendolyn of one of her mother’s dance recitals… Once each year, the tribes gathered to be regaled by what their daughters had accomplished. On so many of these occasions, the finery was unparalleled. More than a few merchants had returned to their city only to attend the festival and marvel over the gowns fashioned from their beauteous fabrics. Watching the dancers, listening to the music, Gwendolyn allowed her mind to wander and, after a while, forgot to think about anything at all. She stared, unblinking, at the Fae dancers… enraptured…

As varied and fantastical as their magic, the attendees were all begowned in attire that defied description, every outfit a unique expression of the wearer’s magic and personality. One woman spun and spun, her gown releasing a flurry of glowing petals that floated delicately to the floor, creating a carpet of light in her wake. Her partner summoned a breeze that lifted all those petals into the air, compelling them to swirl about them like a maelstrom.

Some Fae were adorned in outfits made from living materials—dresses woven from the petals of flowers that opened and closed in response to the music, or robes made from leaves that rustled and changed hues with every step.

Others sported attire crafted from delicate crystals and strands of pure light. Dresses and tunics sparkled with gems that pulsed, with capes and sleeves that trailed behind, glowing tendrils that seem to bear a life of their own.

Some dancers also incorporated elements like water and fire into their garb—one with a cloak of cascading water that never touched the ground, and another with a crown of flickering flames that cast a warm glow about his head, somehow never consuming his hair.

Chewing at a thumbnail, Gwendolyn spied another Fae woman, who wore a diaphanous blood-red gown so sheer she could almost spy her bits, unveiled. Made of a gossamer silk that shimmered like liquid gold, her skirts twirled like billows of mist. Shifting colors with each movement, it created a hypnotic display of light and shadow, lifting above her hips with every twirl.

Forsooth, Gwendolyn’s cheeks might have warmed if only there were something to see. Somehow, as it was with the Druid village, despite the diaphanous material, the lady’s bits were never distinguishable—veiled by a fog of the same sort that now permeated Gwendolyn’s mind.

As the Fae danced, trails of sparkling dust followed in their wake, and with every spin and dip, bursts of light and color emanated throughout.

Animals made of sunlight pranced between them.

Yet another dancer wore what Gwendolyn perceived to be a living beast—something like a Púca, which applied itself to her ample form, and changed every few beats according to her mood. One moment, it appeared to be a white-plumed, birdlike creature, another, a sleek, iridescent, form-fitting gown with scales that reminded Gwendolyn of a rainbow trout.

This way, the revelry continued.

On and on and on…

And all the while, a simple name hovered at the back of Gwendolyn’s thoughts…

Curling beneath her cloak, she drew up her knees, trying not to weep. Where was Málik? Where was Esme? Where, after all, was her mettle?

And where, oh where, was the damnable Fae king?
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With the same maddening quality of all things Fae, time passed slowly, even painfully, and yet somehow frenetically. The Fae court was akin to a rackety fair, where nothing was sensible, and all was mayhem.

Wiling away the hours, Gwendolyn replayed every moment of her living memory—all her life passing her by like a parade of regrets.

Every mistake.

Every sorrow.

Every word never uttered.

As a child, she had once attended a fair in Trevena, where a merchant claimed to be harboring a two-headed goat. He sold glimpses into his wagon to anybody willing to pay a copper. Her mother had warned her to stay away from that charlatan, but Gwendolyn only wished to see if he spoke true. Disguising herself in Bryn’s uniform—to the misdirection of none—she’d purchased entry, and, sadly, it was true. Right there in the bed of his wagon lay a two-headed goat, bleating sadly. The sight of the poor beast had made Gwendolyn’s tummy hurt, and she’d run quickly to speak to her father on the goat’s behalf. Much to her regret, her father misunderstood. Instead of saving the goat, he’d sent men to seize it and put it to death, calling it cursed. Foremost, this had been a dreadful lesson for Gwendolyn on the fate of any poor soul who did not conform—and if she had ever once even considered the possibility that she might be a changeling, she’d put those notions to rest.

At the moment, she felt like that wretched goat—rudely placed on display, only waiting for a blade to her throat. Tears pricked at her eyes.

It was impossible not to consider how oft her mother had questioned her humanity. How little time they’d spent together. All her favor awarded to Ely—and not unrequited because no matter how much Ely had loved Gwendolyn, she had also thrived under the Queen’s tutelage.

And really, though Ely had never wished to join the dawnsio, she’d adored the Queen’s attention, as well as the gowns and jewels.

Ely would find herself giddy attending this gala, Gwendolyn realized bitterly. All- too easily, she could imagine her good friend dancing alongside these guests, pointing at this Fae, or that, marveling over this and that.

But this was not where Gwendolyn thrived.

She had spent nearly every day of her waking life practicing at some manner of defense, and still she’d not mastered her skills—not compared to Ely, who danced divinely without even trying.

This contrast made Gwendolyn’s heart hurt.

How long could these Fae dance?

Forever, she feared.

Forever and ever and ever and ever…

After all, they had forever to do so, she thought angrily, and her life, in comparison, would pass within a handful of breaths.

Gwendolyn blew a sigh, remembering the night of her Promise Ceremony.

In so many ways, that was the beginning of the end…

Gwendolyn was a silly fool for trusting Locrinus—a “Stupid Girl,” indeed, longing for the attention of a man she ought to have reviled.

Hadn’t she also committed the same sin as was perpetrated against her—judging a man by his face, instead of by the dictates of his actions?

No doubt, Gwendolyn had been blinded by Loc’s too glamorous smile. But in the end, Brutus’ son was only a greedy, murderous fiend—a man with so little concern for his own family that he would slay his own father.

In retrospect, even that merchant with the goat wasn’t so mean.

What of Loc’s son? Given the chance, what would you do with the child? Gwendolyn still didn’t know. But she knew this: She felt awful for Habren, not only for having Locrinus as a father, but to have a mother such as Estrildis. And despite this, Gwendolyn couldn’t allow either the father or the son to sit upon her throne.

And this brought her full circle to Ely, who was, even now, safe at home, wedded to a man she loved. Would Gwendolyn return only to find her heavy with child, and Caradoc refusing entry to her city?

Was Gwendolyn no better than Estrildis, with so much envy in her heart that she could dare harm an innocent child?

That she would resent Ely’s joy?

Right now—gods forgive her—she did.

Everything was too easy for Ely.

Why was it so difficult for Gwendolyn?

All those months she’d spent locked away in Locrinus’ palace… unbearable. But even that was better than this. These dancers—every one—gazed beyond her, ignoring her as no one had ever done.

“Halloo! Pardon,” she said desperately, losing her mind. She waved a hand outside her cage at a horned Fae who passed. “Halloo! I only wonder if you will take a message to your King?” Right now, she would promise him anything to be free of this cage, including the Sword of Light!

How long could she endure here without victuals or personal care? The question filled her with panic because, considering that she hadn’t eaten in so long and she still wasn’t hungry, and the Druids in the village had lived seven hundred years!

Another couple waltzed by, their gowns aswirl—his more voluminous than hers!—and Gwendolyn nearly screamed. “Hallooo! Hallooo! Hallooo!”

But as swiftly as they’d appeared, they, too, were gone, whirling and twirling away before she could finish her request.

Blood and bloody bones! This was the most horrible of revelries because no one ever stopped to rest, no one ever went home. The dancing went on so long that if Gwendolyn had been a man, she would have grown a beard!

Slumping back against her gilded cage, she pinched her cloak together, wondering what these people saw when they peered within.

Considering her visage in the pond, she lifted a finger to trace the outline of her teeth—human teeth. Now that she better understood this gift of reflection, it seemed a very Esme sort of gift—a dubious bestowal intended for what purpose?

To warn others of Gwendolyn’s affliction?

Two gifts and a lie…

What was Arachne trying to say?

What did Málik wish for her to remember?

What was it everyone was keeping from her?

Lifting a hand to her aching head, she sank her nails into her scalp, tugging at her hair. What was it she was supposed to recall? Why had Esme deceived her? Why had Málik sent her to this place alone? Why did the Púca abandon her?

Why, why, why?

One after another, questions spun through her head like so many dancers, whirling, twirling endlessly… on and on and on.…

And then, suddenly, her heart lunged into her throat because she spied a familiar face… and that was all it took to spur her memory.

Gwendolyn swallowed convulsively as the Fae king entered the hall.

Taller than anyone else in his Fae court, he, too, wore gilded robes, with sleeves that dipped to the floor. And regardless, it was the beauty of his face that was most remarkable. For a moment, Gwendolyn felt as she had on the day of her Promise Ceremony, gaping with unsuppressed admiration. The Fae king was the most flawless male she had ever encountered… his face the face of perfection… his aura shining like a brilliant sun, and his smile, though certainly porbeagle, was radiant and beguiling. And… Gwendolyn knew him.

As surely as she was here, breathing… she knew him.

But most importantly, she knew his name.

Aengus Óg.

The Poet King.

But he didn’t arrive alone. Esme and Málik joined him. Hand in hand, those two strolled into the hall behind Aengus, neither bothering to look in Gwendolyn’s direction with Esme leading Málik to the King’s dais. And there they stood, together, looking very much the happiest of couples, and Gwendolyn watched with growing horror as Málik lifted a hand to Esme’s cheek, caressing it ever-so-sweetly before bending to present her with a kiss upon the cheek.

No. It couldn’t be.

Gwendolyn refused to believe it.

Dressed in the most alluring of emerald gowns—a beaded, silken creation that matched the startling depth of her eyes—Esme appeared every bit the princess she’d claimed to be. And, to be sure, seated upon her brow, she wore, of all things, Gwendolyn’s crown—the very crown she’d fashioned from Gwendolyn’s locks. It shone upon her brow, and Málik appeared to be entranced by it, his eyes meant only for the Fae king’s daughter—as though the crown had bewitched him. Esme was doing it again—poisoning his mind! With a smile, he reached out to straighten Esme’s crown, and Gwendolyn’s heart squeezed painfully.

No.

No.

No.

No.

Dressed in ceremonial leathers—not unlike the garment he usually wore, this one bore symbols embossed into the design, with silver and gold in place of grey and black thread.

How?

And why?

Every damnable excuse Gwendolyn ever gave herself to explain their abandonment now scattered in their presence—because…

Málik was here. And if he was here, it meant he couldn’t be too much concerned over the possibility that his Fae king would command him to execute Gwendolyn.

For that matter, neither did Esme appear concerned—and Gwendolyn… was still trapped in this cage. With no weapon, no plan, and no one to aid her.

Certainly not Esme or Málik—not when both were so consumed by each other… until Esme turned for a moment to face Gwendolyn, and Gwendolyn saw the truth in her eyes… There was no dispassion when she looked at Gwendolyn, nor hatred, only love, and pleading… pleading for Gwendolyn to bide her time, and hold her tongue as the Fae king spoke. And once again, Gwendolyn grew confused.

“Thank you all for attending,” said the King, his voice booming across the hall. “At long last… we come together to celebrate…”

He turned to admire the fawning couple, and Esme remembered herself, seizing Málik by the hand, pulling him close. “My ward and my daughter, betrothed at last.”

A cheer resounded throughout the hall. Whether it was for Málik they cheered, or his union with Esme, they clearly approved. And now, the King turned his bright green eyes upon Gwendolyn, and she braced herself for the coming storm.

He waved a hand in Gwendolyn’s direction. “And lest we forget… the end of our mortal foe.” He then spoke five words that made Gwendolyn’s heart stutter with fear. “Death to Banríon na bhfear!”

Death to the Queen of Men!

Her heart tumbled into her belly. This was the moment she would die, and to be sure, Málik would not look her way. With a sob of desperation, Gwendolyn closed her fist, and white-hot fury replaced her worry. When she opened the fist, a tiny spark of light escaped… a tiny, unmistakable spot of Faerie fire.

Proof.
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“Bring the prisoner,” commanded the King.

Two Fae soldiers at once advanced upon Gwendolyn’s cage, unlocking it, opening it, then thrusting in a hand to grasp her rudely by the cloak, dragging her out.

Remembering the Lady’s warning, she struggled to keep her cloak. Whatever they might do to her, she knew in her heart that she must heed this warning.

With a cry of protest, she stumbled out, tumbling down upon the floor, but regained her footing immediately, and stood, shrugging free from the hands that reached for her. “I can walk without your help,” she apprised the guards with as much dignity as she could muster. Even now, they refused to speak to her, but that didn’t matter to Gwendolyn. Let them believe what they would. She knew the truth now, and she found her purpose in that moment as she made her way to the dais to stand before her nemesis, the Fae king.

At last.

This was what she had come for! And no matter that she had fallen so low, there was nothing more she could lose, except pride and hope, and she was not about to relinquish either.

There was no mistaking the look of contempt on the King’s face, nor the disdainful looks she received from his guests. In their eyes, she was lower than a slug.

“Banríon na bhfear,” the King said mockingly, his smile narrowing as Gwendolyn approached. “How gracious of you to attend my court and save me the trouble of seeking you.” He tilted her a look of feigned sympathy. “But I expect you had no thought for what might await you here?” His serpentine smile slid wider, showing a full set of porbeagle teeth—razor sharp. “Did you believe we would welcome a daughter of the treacherous sons of Míl?”

In truth, Gwendolyn had expected nothing, but hoped for much, and yet, in a single moment, her life unveiled itself with unexpected twists and turns. Narrowing her own eyes, she shouldered her way past more guards, noting that Aengus himself didn’t so much as flinch at her approach… because…

He didn’t recognize her beneath Arachne’s cloak.

Gwendolyn straightened her spine, holding her head high as she drew the cloak more firmly about her, not simply to hide her mithril, but to be sure of its power to conceal her… her face, her scent, Esme’s magic—the bond she shared with Málik. So much was revealed so easily, like that tarp that concealed their Dragon’s Lair—one moment darkness, the next, light. It was his slippery smile that had given Gwendolyn the first glimpse of recognition. But his face was a face she could never in a thousand years forget—nor could she do so if she lived a hundred thousand lives. Fearing someone might stop her, Gwendolyn didn’t pause until she stood before the dais, and he, looking far too amused, held out a hand.

At once, one of his minions came rushing forth, bearing the reason for Gwendolyn’s sojourn to this realm… Claímh Solais. The Sword of Light.

His face a mask of triumph, the Fae king took this sword from his minion then turned to face Gwendolyn, brandishing the sacred weapon in hand. And yet, exquisite though it was, no flame consumed the blade.

Like war drums, her heart pounded against her ribs as the King’s smile slid sideways. “You came for this, I know, but what made you believe I would return this relic of my people to you… a mortal… a usurper?”

Gwendolyn lifted her chin, refusing to cow to this creature who’d once stolen her life. “I hoped you would see reason,” she suggested, careful to keep her tone even, concealing her true feelings, but the fist gripping Arachne’s cloak grew tighter, her fingernails digging into the soft fabric. Her father had been a master at bargaining and Gwendolyn had learned much from him.

“Reason?” The king guffawed. He turned his crooked grin toward his daughter. “I thought you said she was clever?”

Esme shrugged, looking bored. “She is human,” she said, but Gwendolyn noted the muscle that ticked at Málik’s jaw. Still, he said nothing, nor did he rebuff Esme’s advance when she sought and held his hand. With a show of confidence, and a look of victory, she laced her long, graceful fingers through his then held his hand.

Already, Gwendolyn had endured so much. Come what may, she would leave this place with that sword, or she would die trying. Esme and Málik could keep each other.

“Your forebears gained our lands by trickery,” said the King, his voice rising as he spoke, not to Gwendolyn, but to his audience, whose dancing had finally ended. “Destroying it year by year. Your lands now wither with Rot, and your mate—” He spat the word with disgust. “Is no better than you. His lands may yet to wither, only because hatred bears its own force. But eventually, even his lands will die, and in the end, you and your ilk will die, too—you, sooner than most.” His grin twisted—that beautiful, treacherous mouth that Gwendolyn remembered all-too clearly now.

In his youth, Aengus Óg, the younger, was a god of love and poetry. His own visage inspired bards, but somewhere along the journey of his life, he’d grown bitter and covetous. Blood son of the Dagda, the god of all, and Boann, goddess of the River Boyne, he was begot through deception and betrayal, and these were things that had surely spread like poison through his blood. Resentment, envy, and bitterness darkened what was left of his beauteous light when he and his brother Midir vied for the affections of a mortal woman and Midir won. Aengus never forgave him, never forgot, and his envy unfolded through guile and treachery, and when Málik dared to ask for Gwendolyn’s hand, he’d denied him, and turned his lecherous eyes upon her himself.

He was no one to be trusted.

“I would bow and beg, if I thought it would serve me,” she allowed. “But I can tell by your demeanor I shouldn’t bother. You will view me as nought but a mortal beneath you, and I sense it will be a waste of time.”

“How astute,” he said, his eyes slitting. “Perhaps you are a bit more clever than you appear,” he said, then chortled.

Gwendolyn clenched the fist at her side, pinching the cloak more tightly about her person—so tight now that she was in danger of choking her breath for the tension she produced about her throat.

“Let me tell you about this talisman you would so haughtily demand,” he said, as though they were old acquaintances and this were a conversation over cake and mead. Still, his tone was one of disdain. “This sword is the sword of your betters, forged, not within the fires of Mount Slemish, but within the bolcáns of Hyperborea.”

Gwendolyn said nothing, because there was nothing she could say that would serve her in this moment. Despite her disdain for the creature standing upon the dais, she still hadn’t any plan to win that sword, and yet, she must have faith something would present itself—soon. And perhaps this was the reason Arachne had given her the cloak—so she could deal with Aengus as the daughter of Corineus without his preconceptions.

“Any hand that wields the sword will command unconquerable armies,” he continued, and his next words emerged as a growl from his throat. “No Queen of Dying Lands is worthy to speak its name, much less wield the blade!”

Her temper flaring, Gwendolyn straightened her spine, lifting her chin, her constraint eroding. “It matters not where that sword was forged, nor what magic it bears. It was gifted to my people by the one true heir. You yourself are nought but a usurper and the gods will deny you its flame!”

She spat the word “you” as though it were an epithet, relishing the thought that even as he had once threatened her and the ones she’d most held dear, she would win in the end… even if it meant she would die and he’d never rightfully wield that sword.

“And you believe it will burn for you?” he asked contemptuously.

“Oh, yes!” Gwendolyn said with certainty, despite wondering whether it could be true. Because, really, she didn’t know. Málik took the sword from her father’s vault before she could ever try it. And, knowing what she knew now, it might well not burn for her either. Yet she felt certain it would, because whatever else she was, she was also the blood daughter of King Corineus. Even now, she felt her father’s presence in the marrow of her bones, inexorably and truly. If King Corineus could wield that sword—and he could, she’d witnessed this with her own two eyes—then so, too, could she.

Aengus lifted the sword in question, grinning wildly as he inspected it. He ran two fingers along the length of the blade, fingering several runes. And then he turned it, lifted it, and with a roar that resonated like thunder, he plunged it down into a boulder to one side, embedding the ancient steel so deeply into the slab of granite that Gwendolyn gasped over the sound of metal grating against stone. He laughed then, a delighted sound born of her response—her look of horror. “If I cannot wield it, you will never wield it,” he said easily. “Here it remains!”

Gwendolyn’s breath stilled, her heart sinking into her belly. Her hand began to sweat, and she blinked at the sword embedded in the stone, and even as she gaped at it, Aengus commanded three of his burly guards to march forward, directing them to pull the sword from the stone.

No one could.

Many tried.

One after another, his guards came, and then more came from the audience, with the King beckoning them all to rise to the dais, offering untold riches to anyone who could unsheathe the blade. All the while, Gwendolyn pinched her cloak together, her hands shaking with fury. Indeed, for the longest time, she daren’t look anywhere but at the lost sword, lest she betray herself.

“You see,” said the King. “Its maker cast an enchantment on the sword on the day it was forged. Crafty old bastard—selfish windbag. Only one of his blood may retrieve it. So he claims this was his intent to safeguard the sword against any who might think to use it unwisely. Even I, a Fae king, cannot unsheathe it… so here it will remain of little use to either realm.”

But still a trophy in his hall, Gwendolyn bitterly mused.

“If art so certain,” she taunted. “Allow me to try?”

“You?” He grinned, the full display of his porbeagle teeth even more terrifying than Esme’s smile. He crooked two fingers at Gwendolyn, his eyes gleaming wildly, and she took a tentative step forward, eager to put her hands on that hilt.

Aengus stopped her with a hand. “Only know this, Banríon na bhfear. If you fail—and fail you will—I’ll take your head, and curse your eyes with eternal sight, so you must watch evermore as your enemies triumph.” He laughed then, straight from the belly, his hand going to his middle. “I shall place your head on my throne, so you will sit by my side, and see what your arrogance has wrought!”

He crooked his two fingers again, this time in Málik’s direction and the sound of another blade unsheathing echoed throughout the hall, giving Gwendolyn a terrible shiver… for it was not Aengus who drew steel.

Behind him, Málik had drawn his bastard blade from the sheath upon his back and the King lifted his chin with unreserved approval, beckoning him forth. A cry of protest caught in Gwendolyn’s throat. Tears pricked at her eyes.

“You remember my executioner?” he asked, and his entire face seemed to smirk. “Go on, try,” he begged. “Try the sword.” But then Gwendolyn found her feet rooted to the spot, her heart skittering wildly.

Málik would not do this, would he?

Esme’s warning abruptly returned to taunt her.

Our true names compel us.

He is compelled.

Indeed, Esme had been prepared to give Gwendolyn Málik’s true name, and if she had known his name, it was certain Aengus knew it, as well. Gwendolyn regretted now not having accepted Esme’s offer.

She was a fool then…

As she was now.

Her tear-sheened gaze lifted to find Málik’s, and the emotion she encountered in the depths of his silver-blue eyes was a bittersweet storm. He would kill her. He would. He might not like it, but he would on the King’s command.

As a matter of habit, he calibrated the blade in his hand, and Gwendolyn recognized the gesture, and knew fear.

Her gaze skittered to Esme’s once more, and found her bright green eyes a perfect mirror to Gwendolyn’s emotions—sorrow, terror, regret…

Only you can sway my father before he strikes you down.

If you do not, blood will spill, and it will not be his…

Watching the display of emotions cross her face, amused, Aengus cast his head back and, with hands akimbo, roared with laughter. Clearly, he believed he’d won… and perhaps he had. Like it or not, Málik was prepared to strike.

“I shall give you one chance to flee… now…” He slid his tongue across his porbeagle teeth as though relishing what came next. “Crawl back to your mortal world, to your worthless kinfolk… else the one you believe I sent to aid you will be the one who takes your head.”

He motioned once more for Málik to come forward, and to Gwendolyn’s horror, Málik obeyed, once again, calibrating his weapon.

In Málik’s hands, that blade was a death sentence even to the most tried and true of warriors. His skill was unparalleled. Even if Gwendolyn had a weapon on her person, she could never best him.

Her heart beat so loudly, she was certain everyone in the hall could hear it. As an act of preservation, she once again pinched her cloak together, as though the simple act could defend her from the warning in his eyes.

Go!

Leave!

Run!

Flee!

The tension in the hall grew palpable. Every Fae held his breath, and if any were preoccupied before, no longer. All eyes rested upon the dais, the entire hall gathering to watch, bodies cramming close, like spectators at an execution.

Aengus himself took a step back, away from the sword, as though he meant to allow Gwendolyn space to come closer. Offering a flourish of his hand, he said with glee, “The sword you would wield in the name of your kingdom was fashioned, not by the hands of your finest of blacksmiths, but by the Lord of the Sea!”

Manannán.

Gwendolyn blinked.

Time and space seemed to halt entirely, because it was Manannán who’d bespelled the sword—Manannán who’d forged it, as well. He was the Lord of the Sea… not merely a hoarder of weapons. He’d also forged them.

And now, another flood of memories came rushing at Gwendolyn.…

The bargain Manannán struck with Aengus to send his golden-haired daughter to the new king’s court… presenting her as Niamh of the Golden Hair. But that was not her true name, and she had never once revealed it, despite knowing Aengus’. Manannán told her what it was, arming her with the knowledge to defend herself, and she had finally let it be known on the day she’d compelled him to release her from his court. She’d had to. He’d meant to keep her for himself, despite that his foster son had already asked for her hand in wedlock. But when Gwendolyn refused, Aengus slew her, and he slew her again every time she dared to beg for her freedom. The last and final time she’d stood before him on that very dais, he taken Málik’s blade, the Answerer, and set it to her throat, commanding her to speak her own true name so he could compel her as he could Málik. She had believed Málik would save her, but to her dismay, even knowing what would come next, he had remained resolute.

It was the fifth, and last time Gwendolyn asked.

Gwendolyn blinked, remembering… looking first at Málik where he stood, a cry of protest frozen upon his beautiful lips, a look of terror in his icebourne eyes.

Lir cannot help you, Esme had insisted.

Bryn cannot help you.

Neither Málik nor I can help.

Because that was true…

Unlike her battle against Locrinus, this fight was Gwendolyn’s alone.

There is no more you will accomplish if you face him with five than you will if you face him alone…

And then Gwendolyn understood.

Ignoring the hammering within her breast, she ascended to the dais, and ventured closer to the sword, tearing her gaze away from Esme, who perhaps recognized the light of recognition in her eyes, and gave her a nod. “If you doubt me, what harm can come of my trying?” Gwendolyn said, and judging by his arrogant expression, Aengus remained unconcerned, but Gwendolyn sensed the tension rising behind him where Esme and Málik both stood watching her every move. When she arrived at the sword in the stone, Gwendolyn inhaled a breath, reaching out to place her palm atop the hilt. No one stopped her. The alloy beneath her palm hummed, but she gave no clue what she felt, and the King laughed. “Please do! I beg you try, Banríon na bhfear.”

Gwendolyn lifted her chin, daring to bargain once more. “If I succeed, perhaps we may yet make a bargain?” she asked. “Together, we might form an alliance… you on the Fae throne, I, your liege in the mortal world…”

She hoped to appeal to his arrogance and greed. There could still be a way to avoid bloodshed. “You will rule both lands, and I shall raise bonfires in your honor…”

“Bold,” he said smugly. “Alas, you will fail, but I admire your mettle. Still, why should I? What need have I for a mortal queen to govern a land I’d sooner burn?”

Gwendolyn’s heart beat mercilessly as she ever so slightly pushed her palm against the pommel merely to test it…

She was Fae and mortal both…

The pommel shifted imperceptibly.

“Wha—” said the King, noticing too late.

Remember, Málik had begged, and so she did. She remembered everything, all of her lessons from Málik. It happened so swiftly. Her cloak slipped and fell away and a spark of flame ignited at her touch, burning brighter, gaining strength as she drew the sword from the stone. She felt strength as light swept up the length of the blade.

Raise the pommel.

Lend your hip to the thrust.

Claímh Solais whistled through the air, sweeping unerringly toward its aim… severing the King’s head in one fell swoop.

The last thing Gwendolyn heard was the sound of a collective gasp. And the last thing she saw before being violently snatched into the void was the head of her foe rolling across the dais.
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Gwendolyn’s eyes fluttered open to discover a beloved face peering down at her, a soft smile playing upon familiar lips…

Bryn.

A little hairier, his dark hair longer and scruffier, but he was a sight to behold, and Gwendolyn couldn’t help herself—tears of relief slid through her lashes, crept down her cheeks, salting her lips.

Words failed her.

“Oh, nay,” said Bryn quickly, his tone full of affection, and Gwendolyn swallowed convulsively. She could not fail to note that it was always Bryn who’d caught her when she fell—Bryn who patted her head and told her all would be well.

The first time her father ever placed her upon a horse, slapping its rear to run free with Gwendolyn in the saddle… she’d tumbled headlong into a ravine. It was Bryn who’d hurled himself after her, whilst her father had stood waiting to greet them with smiles upon their return. No one but Bryn ever saw her tears.

He was the brother she’d never had.

Reaching out, he gently swiped the pad of his thumb beneath her eye, dragging it across her cheek, wiping her tears. “Do not cry,” he said. “All is well, Gwendolyn.” And then he seized her hand, squeezing gently.

Gwendolyn squeezed back. “Where am I?” she dared ask, fearing the worst. She tried to sit, groaning against the stiffness in her limbs, and it was then she had the chance to note her surroundings—the soft muted light, the thinning of the air that gave one a sense of height. The Druid village, but how?

“We found you near the cairn,” he said. “We brought you here to tend to, but I swear, we found nothing amiss. Still, you gave us a scare.”

Nothing broken? Gwendolyn furrowed her brows. That was difficult to believe when she felt as though she’d been shoved into a meal sack and pounded by clubs. “How long…”

“Last night,” said Lir, making his presence known as he, too, approached the bed, clearing his throat. “He speaks true. I inspected you myself. No broken bones, no injuries at all.”

“And Málik?”

Gwendolyn couldn’t help it; it was the first thing that leapt to her mind, but Lir shook his head, his smile fading.

“He… is… gone,” said Bryn, glancing down at their joined hands. “Esme, as well.” The look on his face was sorrowful, and Gwendolyn’s face fell, too.

Instead of shoving her through the portal, had Málik but intended to drive her to her death? Complete the task he’d been given by his king? Leave her for dead in the weeds below the village? “Gone?” she whispered, and Bryn nodded, reaching up to tug a wisp of golden hair from between her dry lips.

“Have I accomplished nothing? Was it only a fevered dream?”

The question appeared to take Bryn aback. His head cocked backward, like a chicken. “Dream?” he asked, blinking. He stared a moment before shaking his head.

“No dream,” reassured Emrys as he came forth now, bearing the proof of Gwendolyn’s quest—a shining, runic-inscribed sword that was polished till it gleamed. He bore it atop a pelt of clean, white fur, holding it before him as he grinned. “Of course, we could not return it in the condition we found it.”

Gwendolyn gaped at the sword, blinking, her mind slow to clear, confusion and sorrow twisting like vines through her heart as she remembered the horror of the moment she’d wielded it against Aengus…

Emrys cackled happily. “I have never seen its like!” he said giddily, gazing down at the sword. But he could not know what that weapon had cost her. In the end, she might be victorious, but Aengus’ death had come at the cost of a piece of her soul—she’d lost in the win.

Glancing down at the foot of her bed, she spied the cloak Arachne made for her, and tears pricked at her eyes.

It was all true?

Arachne and the Púca?

The trolls—Yavo and Razi?

Her visage in the pond?

The Fae king?

Manannán…

“You did it,” said Bryn joyfully, tugging at his fledgling beard—weeks’ worth of growth, though it seemed to Gwendolyn that she had only just left him. “You well and truly did it, Gwendolyn. Gone two moons! We thought you’d never return.”

His expression sobered a moment, and his tone was no longer so exuberant. “And then, when Málik and Esme left us as well, without a by your leave, we were quite certain this foreshadowed the worst.”

Gwendolyn nodded. Yes, of course, they were together… Málik and Esme. Because she saw them at the Fae court, hands joined. And even if they had been pretending, that kiss Málik bestowed upon her cheek, that caress… it bespoke more than friendship. That kind of enmity only sprang from the deepest of love—lovers spurned or betrayed.

For a moment, Gwendolyn didn’t know what to say. If, indeed, she had sacrificed Málik’s love for that sword… that price was too much to bear. She had dared so much to hope that his betrayal was only spurred by his love for her.

“We kept the faith,” assured Emrys as he laid the sword across her lap, but Gwendolyn recoiled from it, not daring to touch it for fear that it might burn—or not. Which case would be worse she didn’t know!

Blood and bones. Would she still be worthy of the sword after taking the Fae king’s life? “So it’s true?” she whispered brokenly. “All of it?”

Bryn shrugged. “All we know is that we found you holding that bloodied sword. Whose blood it bore, I cannot say, but I may guess. Alas, more than that, I do not know. I cannot say what is true or what is not…”

Gwendolyn nodded jerkily, more tears forming—some perhaps tears of joy, and some relief, with much regret—all threatening to choke her breath.

Later, she would tell them everything—later, not now. At the moment, she could scarcely bear to even think of the truth, much less speak it aloud.

She slew the Fae king.

She did.

And now, what of Esme and Málik? Did they no longer have need of her? Had Gwendolyn served her purpose—to end Aengus’ reign? And now they would disdain her? After all, Aengus was Esme’s father, and no matter what they might have felt for each other, they shared the same blood. And Málik was his ward. Gwendolyn’s head swam with everything she had learned… every bit true.

“Please… do not weep,” begged Bryn. “You have the sword,” he cajoled. “This is what you wished for, after all. Now, you can take it north, wield it before your grandfather—proof you were born to lead!”

Gwendolyn nodded, finding it too difficult to speak for the lump in her throat—so much heartache, so much fury, so much death. But Bryn spoke true. That sword had been her one true desire for so long—above everything, and everyone… including Málik. And now that he was gone, she must take that sword north—alone.

With an entourage of… two?

Now that they no longer had Esme or Málik, she could not imagine risking Lir, and so… it should be her and Bryn. But, yes, it was true that the sword was their salvation, and she found a glimmer of hope amid her despair.

Smiling through her tears, Gwendolyn couldn't help but feel an immense sense of gratitude towards Bryn—for his undying loyalty and his love that never faltered.

“Máistir Emrys! Máistir Emrys!” came a frantic shout, and Gwendolyn’s gaze lifted to the doorway, along with everyone else’s in the room.

Harri stood, with his cheeks bright red, his eyes alight with excitement, and for a moment, Gwendolyn was surprised that Emrys had changed his mind about relinquishing his position in her absence, and then Harri said, “You must come!” And then, noticing Gwendolyn was awake, he said once more, peering in her direction. “All of you!”
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Spread before them sat a magnificent army of mounted Fae, all in perfect formation, clad in shining black leather armor and wearing arm sheaths of silver and gold—beneath them a sea of Enbarr’s mares, with white, flowing manes, each wearing golden scales, with silver crinets and shaffrons that featured uni-horns. Amassed all in one place, they were a sight to behold, with their armor winking against the morning light. And yet, it was the lead rider Gwendolyn couldn’t tear her gaze from… Málik.

She swallowed the knot that bobbed into her throat, overwhelmed by raw emotion. He was here… not gone. And she had never seen him so resplendent, with his brilliant helm and antlered horns.

She remembered little of her life before, but she recognized that crown—knew it by sight—knew his father had worn it in battle against the Sons of Míl. It was the battle crown of the reigning Fae king, and it rested on his brow.

The significance was not lost to her.

Málik was the new Fae king.

And still he was her humble Shadow, dressed only in modest black, with his trusty bastard sword rising from the scabbard upon his back.

He lifted his head when he saw her—beauty incarnate, his silvery hair and crown the only gleaming accoutrements. But he needn’t wear golden robes to proclaim his worth. His very demeanor commanded respect. His eyes found Gwendolyn, and the birds held their songs as he gazed at her. A frenzy of butterflies took flight in her belly, and she lifted a hand to her pounding heart, as though this effort alone could still the violent thump. “Málik,” she whispered, and the word escaped like a sob—reverent, and joyful, filled with love.

He was not gone.

He was not with Esme.

And then, as he did all else in life, he slid down from his saddle, much too calmly, with great purpose, his eyes never leaving Gwendolyn’s face.

But she couldn’t wait.

Every ache, every pain she’d had upon waking now vanished as she scrambled down from the roof of the cairn, where she’d perched herself after Harri led her down from the village. Crying out with joy, uncaring what anyone would think, she rushed up the hill, casting herself into his arms.

Málik caught her easily, pulling her into him, but no words could escape Gwendolyn’s thickened throat. Tears streamed down her cheeks.

“You’re here,” she said when at last she could speak. “You’ve come! Oh, Málik,” she murmured into the crook of his neck, her voice scarcely more than a whisper, inhaling deeply of his intoxicating scent.

She had missed him so terribly. “I did it,” she whispered, with tears in her eyes, and she couldn’t tell whether they were tears of joy or sorrow. Against all odds, she had vanquished the Fae king to reclaim her sword, and she was glad to have survived, but it would have been such a hollow victory without Málik by her side.

Embracing him, grasping him jealously, this was how they remained for what seemed an eternity, but Gwendolyn didn’t care. She didn’t! His arms tightened about her waist and, for the briefest instant, he rested his chin against her temple, but only that instant, and there was a sudden awkwardness to the embrace that, once noted, gave Gwendolyn pause… She slid down, planting her toes on the ground, leaning backward, trying to read his eyes beneath his golden helm.

When he averted his gaze, her sense of unease grew, and a knot tightened in her belly. Blinking back tears, Gwendolyn stepped back from him, breaking their connection entirely and he straightened, all trace of emotion… gone.

He bowed, and said, “Banríon na bhfear. We owe you a debt and to repay this debt, we will lend our swords.”

Confusion wove itself through Gwendolyn’s thoughts.

So formal?

She swallowed the lump in her throat and drew herself up proudly. Was this all she was to him now? A debt to be repaid?

“Where is Esme?” she dared ask, and his look only darkened, his pale-blue eyes flashing like the edge of a freshly sharpened blade.

A slow dread spread through Gwendolyn’s veins, turning her blood to ice when he replied so coldly. “I am not her keeper.”

Hot tears pricked at Gwendolyn’s eyes, but this time they were tinged with anger. “And yet,” she replied. “You are her betrothed.”

Those silver-blue eyes glinted again—in warning?

There was no warmth in the porbeagle smile. “And you?” he asked. “Is your husband always privy to your whereabouts?”

Gwendolyn flinched as though slapped. His words tore through her like a serrated blade. Of all the things he could have said to her, that was by far the worst!

Staring at him in disbelief, she took yet another step backward, recoiling from him, her eyes burning with unshed tears, feeling the depth of his betrayal.

And then, without another word, she turned and walked away, ignoring the murmurs of curious men following her as she strode back down the hill, making her way back to the Druid village, her chin high, her back rigid.

She would not crumble. She would not break.

She was Gwendolyn of Cornwall, and if she could survive all she had survived, she would survive this as well!

He’d brought her an army, and for that he could have her gratitude, but she would not give her heart to see it broken.

If he’d had a change of heart about Gwendolyn and Esme, so be it.
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By eventide, the Druid’s Hall was a crush of bodies. Fist- and boot-thumping joined heartfelt cries of, “Long live the Queen of Men!”

Chants of “Ut! Ut! Ut!” resounded throughout.

In observance of the sword’s return, even the Llanrhos order arrived to pay tribute, and it might have been a celebration for Gwendolyn, but as the revelers lifted tankards in her honor, resentment and uncertainty wrapped themselves about her heart like prickling vines. Málik aside, this celebration was premature, she knew, even if no one else did. Far from ended their fight had just begun. With a horde of Fae warriors now encamped about the surrounding fields, her campaign had a chance, but whilst she had the Sword of Light in her possession, and a fledgling army at her disposal, she had a long way to go before she could call herself victorious. Like it or not, it was time to prepare for war, not to drink till their eyes rolled back in their heads.

Even now, as they celebrated, Locrinus was out there amassing men. Before Gwendolyn could even think to face him, she would need to conscript every able body she could find, and even that might not be enough.

Two thousand warriors—Fae or not—would be no match for ten.

To make matters worse, Gwendolyn knew well that inspiring these tribes to fight on her behalf would prove trickier than merely to wield a burning sword in their presence. In the end, it was a woman they must follow. And no matter how much she wished it could be otherwise, she knew this would be her greatest challenge.

Despite claiming her as his rightful heir, even her own father made provisions to see a man crowned beside her.

And then there was Málik…

Ever since his arrival this morn, he’d been as sober as an alderman, avoiding her as surely as rats scurried from the light. After their odd, terse greeting, he’d vanished amidst his troops, and Gwendolyn didn’t see him again until supper. Instead of coming himself to return Kingslayer and Borlewen’s blade, he’d sent one of his minions to return both blades, and even now as she sat beside him at the table, her fingers itched to draw her cousin’s dragon-hilt dagger, and put it to his throat.

He was not the same—and it wasn’t solely because of that crown he’d worn atop his head. The truth glinted behind the silver of his eyes every time she caught his gaze. Something had changed during their time apart, and the rift between them grew with every passing moment and every word left unspoken.

Beautiful as ever, he sat, half reclined in the seat beside her, vexingly arrogant in his insouciance, something like apathy seeping from his pores, giving Gwendolyn every impression that he was a bored Fae king only forced to tolerate this mortal gathering. Her belly soured at the thought, and she returned her goblet to the table, shoving it aside.

As yet, except for the return of the sword and Aengus’ death, nobody even knew what transpired in the Fae realm, nor what history she and Málik shared. Gwendolyn hadn’t had the chance to enlighten Bryn. But shouldn’t she be the one upset? Without a word of explanation, Málik had shoved her through that portal and still she’d found it in her heart to forgive him, trusting that he knew best, no matter how it had appeared. But perhaps he had used her?

Or mayhap he would have preferred for Aengus take her head?

Or had he expected that, once revealed, their past should hold sway and that she would so easily cast away everything she had worked for to return to… what?

Forsooth.

If every action had a consequence, the result of Gwendolyn’s “rebirth” was that she had only the vaguest recollections of the creature she had once been. Her mother had been right, after all. She was a changeling! But if Manannán himself stood here before her at this moment, Gwendolyn doubted she would know him. And no matter, she could never consider that creature her father over the man who’d raised her. If, indeed, she shared the Sea God’s blood, the only good she knew for sure it had ever done for her was that it gave her the right to reclaim Claímh Solais. For all that she had endured, for all that she had become, she was Gwendolyn of Cornwall, and she could not divest herself of this responsibility she was born to simply because she’d lived another life.

Alas, if anyone else shared her misgivings this evening, it wasn’t apparent. Even Bryn, who knew her best—and perhaps should have read her mood—celebrated with abandon. Ten times the brewster passed him by, and ten times he held out his tankard. Now, he stood, grinning drunkenly across the table as he proffered up his tankard, lifting it for a toast. “May Lugh’s shpear shtick ’em where the sun don’t shine!” he said.

“In the arse!” followed Lir, and the hall erupted with bellows of laughter.

No one needed to be told where Bryn was proposing sticking that spear, but Lir, in his innocence, was proud to explain the jest.

Beside her, Málik chuckled low and despite Gwendolyn’s mood, she laughed as well.

More tankards lifted, followed by ribald jests and Bryn gulped back his ale. Then, for the eleventh time this evening, slammed down the tankard, and called for another round.

“I will miss that Druid,” said Málik offhandedly, offering his first smile of the evening—a half-hearted, rueful smile. “I’ve never met a man with so little guile,” he suggested, leaning closer, and his nostrils flared, as though seeking Gwendolyn’s scent. Her traitorous body responded with a thrill, but she shifted away, stung by the casual mention of his impending departure.

But, of course, he would go.

He was king of the Fae even as she was Queen of Pretania, and their destinies must eventually part them—Málik to his shadowy realms, and Gwendolyn to the only life she had known these past nineteen years. How could it be different?

Gwendolyn had never truly considered that, but no doubt Málik knew it. And the reality of this, too, he’d kept from her no less than he’d kept a hundred other secrets. It soured her mood all the more. Lies were not simply things one spoke untrue. How many times must she say so? They were also the things one held back, when speaking them might change too much. It was on the tip of her tongue to suggest he should include the Fae in his assessment, because no matter how they might avow to hold truth, it eluded them still.

The sting of tears pricked at her eyes.

Eager for something to hold in her trembling hand, Gwendolyn retrieved her goblet again, lifting it to her lips, knowing he would bristle over her question, and perhaps, in truth, she meant to nettle him. “Still no word from your betrothed?”

His gaze snapped to her, his icy-blue eyes glinting sharply.

Clearly, he didn’t appreciate that she would ask after Esme—or how—but he should endeavor to see it her way. It had been a full year since the Feast of Blades. Gwendolyn needed to know whether Esme had spoken true and her mother still lived. If her questions persisted, there was a reason for it. Whilst everyone else here was busy celebrating, Gwendolyn felt like a half-starved dog with the promise of a bone, and the very thing that might have bolstered her spirits was the hope of reuniting with her mother. It did not set well with her that Esme could so easily abandon her promises, nor that Málik could so easily discard her.

“I am not her keeper,” he snarled.

Gwendolyn took a long, slow sip, giving the mead time to coat her tongue before swallowing. It left a warm, sweet trail down the back of her throat, imbuing her with courage. “But you are her betrothed,” she persisted behind the rim of her cup, and her heart squeezed painfully when he did not deny the charge. She had not truly meant to say that again, but neither could she eradicate the image of those two together, hand in hand behind Esme’s father—with Málik preparing to take her head. And nay, she did not mistake those actions. She’d fought beside Málik too many times. One word from Aengus and she would not be here now… swirling this mead in her cup. No doubt, she had been overjoyed to see him this morning—relieved, as well—but that didn’t change the fact that she had come but a blade’s edge from finding her life’s blood spilt upon the Fae king’s dais, and it would have been Málik who’d shed it.

“She’ll return when it suits her,” he said with an affectation of boredom, shifting his weight in his chair to create more space between them, but Gwendolyn sensed his ire, and she bristled, longing so much to say his answer didn’t suit her.

And more, she had questions, such as, knowing what she knew now—that the Fae held no love for mortal kind—how had Málik raised this army to fight on her behalf? What price had he paid for their swords?

And why, if she and Málik were lovers in her past life, would she ever allow herself to be hidden from him?

Why would Esme have known her whereabouts, but not Málik?

And why in the name of the Ancients would Gwendolyn ever agree to such a bargain, presumably sacrificing her immortality in the process?

There must be a reason for everything, and it galled her that Málik seemed so averse to speaking the truth. In fact, the only creature she trusted to tell her the truth—the entire truth, unvarnished—was the only one who’d remained absent from this celebration.

Whatever else Esme might be, she was the only one who’d ever dared speak only truth, not merely what Gwendolyn was meant to hear.

Inconceivable to imagine she trusted a troublesome, disagreeable Fae more than she did the one she loved.

“Gwendolyn?” Málik’s eyes flickered with a strange light, and Gwendolyn frowned, loathing the way he spoke her name… because… yegods… it left her weak and wanting. “Can you not rest easy… enjoy the celebration?”

“Nay,” Gwendolyn said, because she could not.

She could not pretend all was well and good when the one she loved sat so distantly beside her. She straightened in her chair as Málik reached for the plate before her, snapping off a bite of Hob cake. She watched him toy with that wafer, her body remembering the way his fingers had teased her nipples so intimately, and her cheeks bloomed with remembered heat.

Gods knew this was her first meal since her return from the Fae realm, and still she couldn’t rouse an appetite, although perhaps she feared to eat. Forbidden though it might be, these Druids had a penchant for Fae foods.

“May we not cry peace?”

“Peace?” Gwendolyn replied, pretending a coyness she didn’t feel. “Are we at war, my—” She leaned closer to ask, “What are you now, anyway? My huntsman, Shadow… lover… my king?”

He did not answer, and she couldn’t help but remember every time he’d so blithely knelt before her, declaring himself her servant. She had never truly asked him to do so, but now it seemed a cruel jest that he had.

“Shall I bend the knee to you now?”

His voice held an unmistakable note of flirtation. “I would not refuse it,” he said, his lips curling, showing her the very tip of one fang. “Although this act would not require obeisance…”

Gwendolyn’s cheeks burned.

Alas, innocence was no longer her refuge.

He lifted his shoulder, then sighed. “We seem at war, when, in truth, I am not your enemy,” he reassured, and there was something about the way he said it that promised to settle her heart. “I would not have lent you my warriors, if that be the case. Don’t you think?”

“Why did you?” she asked, not daring to look at him.

“Why do you believe?”

Gwendolyn shrugged. “For all I know, you’ve some stake in my victory.”

“Don’t we all?” he allowed, and Gwendolyn sighed.

“Gwendolyn,” he said once more. “I am not your enemy…” And this time, when he smiled, she felt the sincerity of it in the marrow of her bones.

If she did not mistake it, there was a suspicious glitter in his eyes when she turned to look at him, and Gwendolyn swallowed her pride. “Very well. I shall cry peace,” she allowed, her voice softening. “If you will promise me a plain-spoken conversation?”

“Now?” he teased, flicking his gaze about the room.

Yes, now. Though Gwendolyn knew it would be impossible with so many ears and eyes upon them. There was so much she longed to say. “When it suits you,” she said.

“You have my word,” he said, and Gwendolyn turned her face back to the celebration, a little more heartened.

“A song of tribute,” shouted one of the Llanrhos Druids, and then another crooned, and Gwendolyn’s brow furrowed. “I… I know this song.”

Málik tilted her a glance. “Do you?”

“Yes, it was a favorite of the dawnsio.”

A melody she had, in truth, nearly forgotten, but how could she? It was her mother’s favorite. The story of Amergin Glúingel, a judge of the Sons of Míl, who, having impressed the Tuatha Dé Danann with his fair judgment, won their favor and trust. Later, when the Fae were banished to the underlands, it was Amergin who was appointed the First Druid. And in due course, when the sons of Míl inherited Ériu and brother set upon brother, it was Amergin again who’d divided the isles, imposing the Brothers’ Pact. The Druid continued singing, capturing everyone’s attention, effectively silencing the hall, but Gwendolyn’s brow furrowed as tankards settled atop the tables. Some of the Druid brothers rose to accompany him, and together, their voices blended with the music of the lute and reed. Achingly lovely, it made sense they would sing this tribute, surrounded by the descendants of the man who wrote the song… but the words sent a frisson down Gwendolyn’s spine, for they spoke too familiarly of her life…

Could it be?

I am a tide that drags to death
I am an infant…
I am the womb of every bolt.
I am the blaze on every hill.
I am the Queen of every hive.



Was he singing about her? Had the Druid of Druids so long ago prophesied her reign? Why would this song speak so eloquently of a woman’s strife when it had always been a man’s world?

The Red Tide was foretold…

And the infant…

Why had Queen Eseld favored this song? Had she, after suspecting Gwendolyn’s true nature, drawn her own conclusions from Amergin’s song?

Even then, had she viewed Gwendolyn as Pretania’s deliverance? Had she, as Bryn once claimed, only ever wanted the best for Gwendolyn, and perhaps if she was too hard on her, it wasn’t because she’d believed her unworthy of the dawnsio, but too far above it to be led? The possibility of that made Gwendolyn’s heart wrench for all the wrongful conclusions made—and more, every argument she’d waged. She and her mother had been at odds for nearly all of her life—every rueful moment…

And now she was gone, and Gwendolyn feared that the reason for Esme’s absence was that she’d lied. Because… already Gwendolyn had determined that lies were effortless within the Fae’s constitution.

Is my mother dead?

Gwendolyn swallowed the lump of emotion that rose to choke her.

“No Hob cake?” asked Málik, dragging her attention from the Druid’s song as he pulled the tray closer. And suddenly, Gwendolyn had the most devastating urge to flee…

“Nay,” she said, her hand flittering to her belly. “I… I… am… not… hungry.” And she rose from the table. “I beg pardon,” she said hurriedly. “I shall be prepared to ride at sunrise. Please see to it your men are as well…”

Málik caught her by the hand. “What is it?”

“Nothing!” she said. “I am only tired and mean to seek my bed.… alone.” He peered down at the hand she was tugging so insistently from his grasp, suddenly releasing her.

“Go, then,” he said, and without another word, Gwendolyn flew from the hall, tears stinging her eyes, never turning even when Bryn called her name.
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Come fire or flood tide, Gwendolyn intended to depart this day.

She did not know where Málik slept, nor had she expected him to join her after their terse goodnight. As far as she was concerned, the entire evening was a disaster. At a time when she should have felt empowered by the sword in her possession, she had never felt more alone or unsettled. And yet, she could not afford to behave like an injured lover if she ever intended to win the tribes’ respect.

Clearly, Málik felt no remorse for his lies or his deceptions and ultimate betrayal. From the moment she’d met him, he’d been concealing his true purpose, not to mention their history together. And, truly, considering his aloofness last night, Gwendolyn found herself envious—not for one moment had he appeared remotely troubled. And meanwhile her emotions veered from heartache to anger, but it was past time to shed this cloak of girlish pride, don the mantle of a sober queen.

Not everything in life would bring her joy, nor could she afford to weep over every disillusionment. She had a war to plan and waiting for apologies from some damnable Fae was reckless—and this included Esme.

To accomplish what she needed to accomplish, she needn’t like it that Esme had abandoned her word, nor that Málik had belatedly reconsidered his affections for Aengus’ daughter. What was essential to Gwendolyn now was this battle she must wage, and the sword she must wield.

She made her way to the bed to gaze at the sword that had cost her so dearly. She was not so cold-hearted that Aengus’ death could so easily be cast from her thoughts. And the Lady warned her… in those moments between the strike of her blade and the removal of his head, she’d witnessed a melee between his two souls—hatred, confusion, regret, sorrow and fear… and yes, even fondness for the youngling Fae who’d dared to spurn him.

Careful only to touch it where it remained wrapped in wool, Gwendolyn lifted it now from the foot of her bed where it lay next to Kingslayer, examining it from hilt to point. It was beautiful, certainly, but she didn’t intend to wield it before the last battle. Until then, her preferred weapon would be Kingslayer—the sword she’d been training with since Esme first presented it to her on the day they’d met. It was sleeker than the Sword of Light, balanced and already familiar in her hand. But she had to admit… there was something about holding this sword that made her feel… invulnerable.

Two swords.

Both Fae forged.

But they couldn’t be less similar.

With a sigh, she laid the ill-begotten sword down upon the bed, unsheathing Kingslayer from its scabbard. She tested that weapon as well and found its weight like an old friend returning to her hand, the swing of it effortless.

Unbidden, a memory assailed her—before the raid on her uncle’s village… The point of Málik’s sword sharp at her back, his throaty whisper at the back of her neck as he’d taught her how to kill most efficiently.

“Notice where the point is,” he’d whispered, and she’d heard the pop of fabric as his blade penetrated to kiss her sensitive flesh. “If you ever find yourself in this vulnerable position, do not aim for the heart. ’Tis difficult to hit anything of consequence when you stab a man in the back. Here,” he’d said, pressing the tip a little harder, so it gave her flesh a sting. “To the right, not the left, you will pierce the reins. The pain will be excruciating, and your opponent will drop like a stone.”

The memory of this lesson sent a frisson down her spine, and she at once laid the sword aside. He had done his part to prepare Gwendolyn for what was to come, and for that she would always be grateful. But she would never beg for his love, and the time for daydreaming was done.

To prepare for the morning’s departure, Gwendolyn donned her battle leathers, tugging on her good boots thereafter, then tucking Borlewen’s blade into the right boot. Once dressed, she forced both swords into the scabbard she would carry on her back before strapping it on. It was a tight fit for two swords, but once down in the stables, she meant to re-home the heavier blade to her saddle sheath, leaving Kingslayer on her back. Each blade had a purpose, and if there was one thing she had learned these past months, it was that two blades were better than one, and three better than two.

At the last minute, anticipating the inevitable meeting with her grandfather, she remembered her mother’s ceremonial gown, retrieving it from the stool where it had lain for too many months. This she intended to wear when she faced Baugh, but for now, she rolled the leather garment, thrusting it beneath her armpit, praying the gown would make it difficult for her grandfather to refuse her.

No doubt, the Sword of Light would prove the gods’ favor, but her mother’s dress could soften his heart.

The mithril, too, could wait, so she rolled that up as well, then added it to the bundle beneath her armpit, a sense of urgency driving her now.

After last night’s celebration, Bryn and Lir would think her unsympathetic for commanding them so early from their beds—and perhaps she was. But as it was, they would be a minimum of a fortnight on the road north, and that, weather permitting, was only if they drove Enbarr’s mares, never stopping to rest.

More likely, the journey would take a month. But if they departed now, it would place them in Caledonia before the first snowfall, and if all went as she hoped, they could spend the winter in her grandfather’s village, giving her plenty of time to convince Baugh. Gwendolyn was not so naïve as to believe it would be a simple task, even wielding the Sword of Light. Baugh would prove to be her greatest challenge, and despite this, she must secure an alliance with the northern tribes.

Happily for the Fae, they had all refrained from the evening’s festivities.

Only Bryn and Lir would be worse for the reveling.

And no matter, while it was well and good to celebrate small victories, they could not do so at the expense of Gwendolyn’s campaign.

If Locrinus should court and win the support of the remaining tribes, there would be nothing left to celebrate. Already, he had the most impressive advantage. With his ten thousand warriors, even her new Fae army was no match for his. And this was no idle concern: Máistir Emrys had already apprised her before her sojourn into the underlands that emissaries from the Brigantes, Deceangli, and Votadini tribes had met with Locrinus under the auspices of the Llanrhos Druids.

And those Llanrhos Druids were yet another matter. She could not wait about to see how they might rule in Loc’s suit for the “return of his bride.” She shuddered at the thought he could win, but the suit was baseless. Indeed, she had accepted his torc, and he had accepted hers, but their union was never consummated, and no matter how the Llanrhos order ruled, Gwendolyn would sooner hang herself from the nearest tree before agreeing to lie beneath that cold-hearted fiend.

There was no judge or law in this land that could force her to consider Loc as her husband, even in name. Gwendolyn had absolutely no intention of losing her freedom again, though she would relish any opportunity to stand close enough to that monster to pluck out his greedy eyes. But, as for that matter, she added one more thing to her to-do list this morn: Before leaving, she must inquire of the Máistir to see if he had news. Perhaps the Llanrhos order had brought word of his suit, and their presence here could mean they had abandoned her husband’s cause. If so, perhaps they, too, would help prepare the way for Gwendolyn to appeal to tribes?

For the sake of these lands, and to cure the Rot, Gwendolyn must find some way to give her people hope, and it would be the greatest of boons to have both Druid orders in her corner. The people feared those Druids, but they esteemed them far more, and if they had not, the Brothers’ Pact would never have prevailed so long.

So, on with it!

Dressed in her battle leathers, she chose the cloak Arachne fashioned for her, eschewing her father’s heavy fur coat. Gwendolyn had no illusions that Arachne’s cloak bore any magical properties here in the mortal realm—nor did her mithril for that matter. But her father’s cloak, lined and trimmed with fur, was every bit a king’s coat, and she didn’t wish to call attention to herself on the journey north. With its modest weave and the cowl attached, Arachne’s cloak would make it far easier to blend amidst common folk. And neither did she bear any delusion about what the northern tribes might think of her father’s extravagances. They were far more unassuming, and her grandfather would prove no exception. Even without having met him, she had every sense of Baugh’s disdain for Trevena’s court and her father’s bent for… progress.

Later, when she returned to Trevena and peace was achieved, she would dispatch riders to retrieve everything she’d left behind.

Pausing a moment before leaving her quarters, she studied the room a long moment… committing to memory every detail—the ethereal beauty of its construction, the cocoon-like quality it provided, the immutable sense of refuge… as though nothing in this mortal world, nor even that of the Fae world could harm them whilst sheltered here.

The Betwixt was a sanctuary.

If she wished, she could don the Druid’s robe… stay… never leave this place, live well… be safe, and she would be lying if she said she did not consider it. The Druids were very much a men’s association, but Gwendolyn was hardly the only female who’d ever ventured here, and she knew they would welcome her without question. And…

This was also where she and Málik first consummated their… bond.

However…

She could not afford to be soft.

Not now.

She’d made a promise to defend Pretania against the Red Tide, and she would lead this army to victory. After all she had been through, she must rise to the task for the sake of her people. She would not let them down.

At last, turning to go, pushing through the drapes, pulling her cowl up to cover her golden curls as she quickened her pace, slipping through the Druid village, eager to be away. All her life she had been sheltered by her father's wealth and power, shielded from the harsh realities of war and politics. But now, she must step into a world unknown to her, where strength and cunning were far more valuable than wealth and beauty. Once and for all, Gwendolyn determined to prove herself worthy… even if it meant losing Málik forever.
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With both swords heavy at her back, Gwendolyn was never more aware of her burdens as she made her way through the Druid village, her feet moving deftly, quickly, navigating the twists and turns with all the familiarity of one who had lingered here too long.

Oddly, it was Bryn on his first visit, who’d shown her how to find her way about this village—simple once she understood the signs.

On the ramp down, she was struck by the rich autumn hues of the surrounding trees, and it bolstered her resolve to leave. Summer was waning.

Moving with purpose, Gwendolyn followed the ramp down until it spilled her upon a ribbon of earth she knew would lead her to the Druid’s stables. In the forest below the village, gnarled-old trees flanked the dappled path. Ferns, whose fronds were already brown and curling along the edges, skirted a path blanketed with fallen leaves, creating a soft, rustling carpet that cushioned her steps. In the cool shelter of the woods, near a stream, the stables housed only a handful of mounts, her company included, but before seeking Emrys, she wished to make certain Enbarr’s mares were being prepared to ride.

Admittedly, she was also curious to note whether Esme had retrieved her mount, but Gwendolyn was fairly certain she had not. No one in this Druid village had seen Esme since before her departure with Málik—and thinking of Málik again, she whispered an oath. Everything always came about to him—always, and it galled her.

Truthfully, she was not so much wounded by the evening’s culmination—how could she be when it was she who’d left Málik to dine alone? Rather, she was far more troubled by the things she had learned in the underlands, and the fate it now boded her. His lies, his deception—why, by the eyes of Lugh, had he left her to wonder over his intentions with Esme? Didn’t he realize how painful that was to see them together, even if only for pretense?

But he had yet to reassure her over this, and for all Gwendolyn knew, they were lovers reunited.

And that song!

Gwendolyn didn’t know why it unsettled her so much, except that it left her grieving again for the woman who’d given her birth. All night long, she’d lain in the shadows of her room, mulling over the current state of affairs, and try though she might, she couldn’t see her way to forgiving Málik for lying to her face about something so fiendish as his mission to end her life.

Neither could she forgive the fact that, for every moment of their affiliation, he had been biding his time to complete his task.

In fact, the more she thought about it, the angrier she got.

How came you to be in my father’s employ?

I was sent.

By whom?

My father.

If Gwendolyn dared allow herself to consider this too closely, her heart would break a thousand times more. But anger would serve her well, so here she would dwell, and she was still seething over it when Málik found her on the path to the stable.

His first mistake was to grab her by the arm.

She spun to face him. “You!” she spat.

His beautiful lips bore the barest hint of a smile, and Gwendolyn cursed him to Ifreann for that handsome face. “I am told you mean to ride within the hour?”

The hand at her side clenched of its own accord. “Yes. But I told you that last night. I would be in Caledonia before the winter.”

“One day will make no difference,” he argued, and the intensity in his winterbourne gaze burned brighter than any flame, a clear sign of the temper he, too, held in reserve. But his fury was no more potent than that which raged within Gwendolyn. No doubt, he had inherited a burden along with his new crown, but the reality of this truth was yet another barrier between them.

And no matter, despite the wall of anger she’d erected between them, she was weak in his presence… It galled her. No, she told herself.

No.

No.

No.

She could not afford to let down her guard. She had a duty to her people, and Málik’s betrayal was not something she could easily overlook.

Straightening her spine, Gwendolyn met his gaze, a glint of defiance in her storm-blue eyes. She had already given the order and she would not rescind it, no matter what he said.

His second mistake was to give her that too-familiar look of concern—a look she had seen too oft before discovering his true nature. And her temper rose.

“Art certain we should not rest⁠—”

“No,” Gwendolyn interrupted, her tone firm.

Even now, he had nothing to say for himself? Her nostrils flared and her chest heaved with suppressed anger. She spun away, starting down the path again, leaving Málik to follow, though she did not invite him to join. She did not need or wish to be coddled by him. He should never concern himself with her welfare again!

“Gwendolyn,” he beseeched.

She whirled on him when the sound of his footfalls persisted behind her. “Do your troops need rest?”

“Nay,” he allowed.

“Nor do mine,” Gwendolyn returned, very much aware of the absurdity of this declaration. Her troops comprised two people, perhaps three, if she counted Lir. Her cheeks flushed, but she turned about and kept walking, quickening her pace. Blood and bones—she had to keep walking, because if she stood still one moment longer, she feared what she might do. It was a dangerous game they played, sparring with words as they would with weapons—a dance between a wolf and a lamb, but this lamb now had a sword that burned with the fire of righteousness, and she would not be cowed, or subdued. No doubt, she was grateful to Málik for lending his warriors, but at the moment, she could not rise above her outrage.

“You’ve only recently returned,” he argued. “It is no small thing to pass from one realm to another, especially if expelled.”

Once again, Gwendolyn turned to face him, aghast. “Expelled?” She had not considered such a thing, or that he would possess such a power.

“Yes,” he said. “The power to expel a soul from the Fae realms belongs to the King alone. Upon his demise, it passed to me, and I did not know how Aengus’ death would be received. I did it for your own good.”

Gwendolyn did not know what to say. “I am well enough to ride,” she insisted, and turned about again, calling over her shoulder, “Do you believe that merely because I am a woman I must have some need to lie abed for days only to mend my broken heart?” Only belatedly, she realized what she had said, and she winced over her poor choice of words. Her chest tightened at his tone filled with concern.

“Does your heart need mending, Gwendolyn?”

“Nay,” she lied. “It does not!”

One last time, she turned to face him, tempering her anger as best she could. This was neither the time nor the place for a battle of wills. “Truly, Málik,” she said, with more restraint. “Do not fret. I am well enough to travel, and there will be time enough to rest when I am dead.”

Far sooner than he, because she now had a painful new awareness of the differences between them. He shouldered his feelings with too little concern—and why not? He was immortal! He had more than enough time to heal from heart wounds, and she—well… she did not know what she was, but Gwendolyn knew she bled as any mortal bled, and she indubitably would suffer this mortal coil.

Gods’ blood. If she didn’t need him and his army so desperately, she would send him to fly from the nearest parapet.

“I am well enough. To ride,” she said once more, straightening her spine. She had no choice but to be strong. Anything less would leave her too weak, and with or without that sword, strength was the only position she could afford to promote. Despite this, she softened a bit, because with anger as a constant companion, this would prove to be a lengthy journey. “Already we’ve lost too much time,” she reasoned. He stood a moment as her eyes burned into his—not with anger this time, but with loathsome tears. Before she could betray herself, she turned away, resuming her march down the path without another word.

For his part, Málik watched her go, then he turned to make his way back up the ramp. Gwendolyn knew, not because she peered over her shoulder—she didn’t dare—but because she was excruciatingly aware of every sound he made.

Once in the stables, she discovered three of the four mares already saddled, each with satchels full. Only Daithi was absent, and she determined Málik must have claimed her, but she couldn’t know for certain because, of course, she’d yet to visit his Fae camp. And neither did he invite her.

It didn’t matter. She had more important matters to consider.

Fortunately, this time, they should not have to hold back their pace for Lir. Their young healer could resume his fellowship with Sheahan, whilst Esme’s mare, Lorcan, would suit Bryn well. Because Bryn had been absent from their company when Esme originally gifted the mares, he’d never received one of his own. But since Esme was nowhere to be found, she could find herself another. Gwendolyn was still peeved by her absence, although Bryn should well appreciate the appointment of his lover’s horse—or at least Gwendolyn believed he and Esme were lovers. As yet, she had had no opportunity to question him about it, though if her memory of the night Málik shoved her through the portal were accurate, it stood to reason her memory of Esme and Bryn cavorting in his bower must be true as well.

Gwendolyn wanted Bryn to be happy.

She could never give him what he’d once desired of her, and so it appeared, he no longer coveted that, so that was good. However, she must insist upon his fealty, and this meant that, no matter what his association with Esme, he could not place her above Gwendolyn. However, this would be a tricky dilemma. She knew Bryn to be an honorable man. She could not be entirely certain he would do as she had and choose duty over love.

But Gwendolyn still had a trick or two up her sleeves. Already, she had determined she could not keep him as her Shadow. He might well have spent his life in training to defend her, but Gwendolyn needed him to rise above this station. At the earliest opportunity, she meant to promote him as captain and mester at arms, advancing him to the same position his father once held in her father’s army. No doubt, this gave Gwendolyn some trepidation, but in her heart of hearts, she trusted Bryn would never betray her, as Talwyn had her father.

Only Aisling remained unsaddled, so Gwendolyn thanked the stable hand for his service, giving him a pat on the arm instead of a copper as she would have done for the stableboy in Trevena. She sent him to care for another mount, eager to see to Aisling herself. Alas, she had no money to give him. In so many ways, Gwendolyn was a pauper queen, but at least it would be one less task the young Druid needed to perform. Her father taught her that a horse would serve her best if she was the one to care for it, including the shoveling of its stall, and she believed him. Throughout her own experiences, she’d had the greatest joy to know and love two exemplary horses. One lived to be fifteen, and the last mare she’d raised—not counting the wedding gift Loc gave her, then rescinded—was only four when she’d lost him in Chysauster. That sweet horse was completely in sync with Gwendolyn, recognizing her every command. She only hoped that someday, Aisling, for all her breeding, would be half as gifted as that mare.

Shoving her mother’s gown and her mithril into Aisling’s saddlebag, she shrugged the harness from her back and laid it aside, then found a boar’s bristle brush, and took it to Aisling’s flank, brushing her well.

The animal shimmied with pleasure, and Gwendolyn smiled, calmed by the task. It would be a long, long ride, and she wished to make certain Aisling was primed for the journey. And meanwhile, the occupation gave her much-needed respite from her thoughts. Her relationship with her horse was entirely uncomplicated. Aisling would grow to know her, and if she treated her with love and care, she would grow to trust and love Gwendolyn as well. It wasn’t without effort, but there was no chance this gorgeous beast would ever lie to her…

Or seek to murder her.

At the very least, Málik owed her an apology for that, and Gwendolyn would not soften till she received one. If she could not demand Málik’s respect, how could she demand anyone else’s?

Including her own.

Stroke by stroke, she calmed herself, waiting for Bryn and Lir to arrive, and by the time Bryn wandered down from the village, she was adequately soothed. He came stumbling in, rubbing his forehead with one palm, complaining.

“I am a dead man,” he groaned, and Gwendolyn arched her brow, trying not to snicker at his expression of misery.

In the end, she took pity on him and sent him down to the stream to bathe before seeing to his mount. A dip in the Mersey’s cool waters would invigorate him, even if it would do nothing for the ache in his head.

Perhaps if Lir wasn’t too hung over himself, he might spare some Zingiber and chamomile to heal him.
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It wasn’t long after Bryn left Lir came stumbling into the stables. As awful as he appeared, Gwendolyn took pity on him, too, and gave him leave to remain with his Druid brothers. She was heartily relieved when he refused.

He was an accomplished healer, and they would surely have need of him before the campaign was over. But, more than that, Gwendolyn had also grown accustomed to his smiling face. His mood was ever a constant, even when hers was not, and she sorely needed his temperament amidst so much uncertainty. She told him about Bryn, sent him to tend to their crapulousness, and when he returned, he insisted upon tending to his own mount. He stood beside Gwendolyn, mimicking her ministrations, awkward at first, but learning by watching her.

It was only then that Gwendolyn realized how little opportunity these Druids must have had to learn what she would consider mundane tasks. His time in the Druid village must have sheltered him from so much of everyday life.

“Did you never leave the Druid village before joining me?” she asked curiously.

“Never,” he said, his tone bright despite the injury he’d done himself last night.

“What made you learn the art of healing, then, when your village defies even death?”

“Merely because we do not age does not mean we do not die,” he allowed. “You see how close my brother came, and it was not the spriggans what got him.”

“True,” Gwendolyn relented, with a grimace over the memory of the spriggan attack. And no matter that it had not been the spriggans themselves, it had been their poison—a dart filled with it, though, as yet, no one knew who’d shot him. Gwendolyn once believed Harri was responsible, wanting to dispose of Emrys for his own political gain.

Lir eyed her curiously. “As you well know, even the Fae are not immune to death.” Oh, yes. Gwendolyn knew. Of course she knew!

Even now, it was not her own life’s end that troubled her.

They would face trials ahead, and Málik was not unsusceptible. How would she feel if something happened to him before they had the chance to make amends? Worse yet, what if they never made amends? What if his heart was lost to her now and evermore? “I was told the Fae had eight lives. What do you know of this?”

More to the point, Gwendolyn now wondered whether Aengus could return, and Lir must have sensed her question, because his answer both relieved and saddened her. “They do, but there are ways to slay them so they cannot… return.”

Gwendolyn nodded, understanding. “Remove the head,” she said low, and then she wondered darkly what retribution she would earn from the gods for the life of a divine creature.

“Remove the head,” he agreed. “So long as they remain whole, their bodies may regenerate… to a point.”

“So then…” She wondered aloud. “It is not definitively eight lives?”

Lir shrugged, sweeping his brush over Sheahan’s flank, and Gwendolyn frowned, because Málik had never actually told her how many lives he’d spent…

Nor for that matter, how many times Gwendolyn had perished by Aengus’ hand… But did that matter now that she was mortal?

“It will be odd to travel without Esmerelda,” Lir said, filling the silence.

Gwendolyn agreed, but didn’t wish to speak of Esme yet. She was still quite vexed that “Esmerelda” had so quickly forsaken her, but if she dared to nurse that anger right now, it would force her to think of her mother, and Gwendolyn was not in the mood to dwell upon her losses. “Esme will return when it suits her,” she heard herself repeating Málik’s words. And it was true, after all. No one could tell that mutinous little Faerie to do aught she didn’t wish to do.

“How true,” said Lir. “How true.” And he continued brushing Sheahan whilst Gwendolyn completed her ministrations for Aisling, leaving Gwendolyn to battle with her own thoughts. For now, she opted not to think at all, and once through with the grooming, she retrieved the Sword of Light, placing it within her horse’s scabbard, with the hilt still carefully wrapped in cloth, so it wouldn’t touch her thigh and burn. She didn’t know how the sword worked, but she had not touched it since the moment she’d wielded it against Aengus. Eventually, it would serve its purpose, but she didn’t wish to wield it until it was time.

Borlewen’s blade she would keep in her boot. And, if she could manage it, Gwendolyn would rest easier in the end if she could find some way to bury that blade into Locrinus’ ignoble heart—for the sake of her cousin. The things he had done to her family were unforgivable, but Gwendolyn did not wish to imagine what more he had done to poor Borlewen before stealing her cherished blade.

Unbidden, came a vision of Locrinus in their wedding tent, snicking away at her curls, his unbridled temper after discovering Gwendolyn’s hair was only hair, not gold… And then, revealing the blade he’d stolen from Borlewen before hurling it into their bed—a bed Gwendolyn thanked the Fates she had never shared with him. How ghastly to imagine his odious body in the same way she continued to think of Málik’s…

She made her final preparations, and then, when her saddlebags were packed, and she was ready to go, she charged Lir to guard the sword and marched back up to the Druid’s Crossroads to climb atop the roof of the cairn so she could better see the fields. And, yes, of course, she was looking for Málik, but the sight of his troops once again stole her breath. A sea of gold and silver shimmered before her. In all her life, she had never witnessed so many warriors in one place, and all geared for battle.

Not even her father’s army had compared.

And truly, they’d never had a need for such an army. For all the years after King Brutus arrived on their shores, her father had been too complacent, allowing a stranger to shore up his army to defend Trevena.

And yet, even during her time in Loegria, she had never spied these numbers. All those days Locrinus spent in training before her window, Gwendolyn had only ever glimpsed a small portion of his army, and, even now, she couldn’t imagine how he could have gained a force five times as large as this… but somehow he did, and the thought of it made her swallow, hard.

Ten. Thousand. Men.

Ten thousand practiced warriors who had willingly fallen beneath his yoke…

For a moment, as she considered the weight of that, Gwendolyn was undone. She felt light in the head and weak in the knees. Falling to her rump in dismay, she drew up her knees, resting a moment with those thoughts and remembering the day she’d first encountered the blood-painted stones of the Druid’s Crossroads…

So much had changed since that day… and today, her true journey began in earnest… Soon—very soon—she would know for certain whether Baugh would support his granddaughter. And if he would not, she had no hope of convincing the rest.

“There you are,” said Bryn.

Gwendolyn mustered a smile. “You look refreshed,” she said.

“I feel better.” But his look remained dour. “I came to tell you that, whilst I was down at the stream, a messenger came searching… for you.”

Gwendolyn blinked. “For me?”

Bryn nodded. “I am told your presence is requested in the Máistir’s hall.” His voice sounded odd. “It sounded important.”

Gwendolyn furrowed her brow. “Right now?” She had intended to visit Emrys before leaving, but the tenor of Bryn’s voice seemed dark. He nodded once more, his blue eyes intent upon hers, and Gwendolyn asked, “Did they say why?”

Bryn shook his head. “Only that you should come at once.”

Responding to the urgency in his voice, Gwendolyn slid down the roof of the cairn. “Very well,” she conceded. “In the meantime. Will you prepare your horse to ride? Lir will show you which mount is yours.”

“I will.”

“Go, pack,” she said, but then she laughed when he said, “What have I to pack?”

True. They’d brought so little, and no doubt, everything Bryn had arrived with was still sitting within his saddlebags, joined now by fresh provisions. He might not like trading his horse for Esme’s mare, but Gwendolyn felt certain he would see her reason.

“Oh,” she said, before leaving him. “Please relieve Lir of the task of guarding my sword. I’d not leave it overlong without protection, and Lir would not swat a fly.” To gain that sword, she had shed too much blood, and if she lost it again, she would kill again to retrieve it. She did not want that to be so.

“As you wish,” Bryn said, and Gwendolyn watched only for a moment as he made his way back to the stable before starting up the ramp to the Druid village.
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“You will have need of me!”

Upon entering the Máistir’s hall, Gwendolyn had discovered Málik already in attendance, along with Deartháir Harri and a stranger she did not recognize, all seated at the Máistir’s table. Gwendolyn examined this stranger, with his hair as white as snow and his beard hanging low on his chest. He wore neither Llanrhos black nor Lifer Pol white, but yet another robe she had never seen—undyed wool in the fashion of a newly pledged Shadow. “Emrys,” she said, her gaze reverting to the Máistir. “You know I very much appreciate your support, but you would serve my cause better by remaining safe in the Druid village, do you not think?”

“Nay,” he said quickly, and Gwendolyn peered at Málik, who sat still as stone, without looking at her, nor, for that matter, at anyone else in the room.

She could use all the help she could get, but concern for the elder Druid held her back. Like summer itself, the man’s years were waning, and Gwendolyn did not wish to be the cause of his demise—not when she already had Aengus’ death on her conscience. Emrys was still too weak from his encounter with the spriggans—all Gwendolyn’s fault—and she could see the toll this campaign had already taken upon his frail body. “You are no warrior, Emrys.”

“And yet, this is our battle, too. Please, hear me. Your Rot has crept so far north, I fear it now more than ever. Our reports claim it rises into Loegria. I believe my presence will soothe the people’s fears.”

Her Rot? She didn’t appreciate the reference though, indeed it was hers. Sadly, with everything that had transpired of late, it was too easy to forget that plague upon her land—a creeping pestilence that spoiled everything in its path, leaving nought but withered, desolate lands. And, so long as it thrived, and the people perceived it to be her fault, there would be no gathering of any men to her cause.

Of course, Emrys knew this, and she sensed he’d considered his argument well. She couldn’t fail to note the gleam in his eyes as he waited for her to consider.

A small fire burned within the hearth, its flame persistent even as it struggled for lack of kindling—not unlike Emrys himself. Like him, those flames appeared to be battling invisible forces, determined to thrive even as its resources dwindled, the wood crackling and popping in defiance of the end. While Gwendolyn considered this as well, the other Druid in the room said nothing.

For that matter, neither did Málik. He was as unhelpful now as he’d been in her fight against Aengus, and Gwendolyn sent him a scowl, only to find his gaze fixed upon her, his pale-blue eyes carrying a hint of something she could not quite decipher.

Regret? Concern?

His gaze held hers a moment longer, then he broke the connection, looking to the hearth, where the fire licked higher in response, its shadows dancing along the chamber walls. Gwendolyn could not allow Emrys to endanger his life any more than he already had. Leaving this village would accelerate his aging. He was better off remaining here, safe with his Druid brothers. It was enough that Lir would accompany them, but Lir was still young in body and heart. “Nay,” she said, shaking her head. “I cannot, in good conscience, allow you to risk yourself, Emrys.” She crossed her arms stubbornly.

“And yet I insist,” said the Máistir with his chin high. “Deartháir Harri will serve in my stead, and I will join you in in Caledonia. If you’ll not consider the Rot as reason enough, then consider this: You might share Baugh’s blood, but he knows me better than he knows you. He will listen with greater patience if he sees the Druids will support you.”

She peered at the silent Druid, assuming he was from Llanrhos. “Both orders?”

“Indeed,” said Emrys, nodding. “Both orders.”

Gods. This man was as stubborn as the roots of those ancient oaks upholding his village. With a sigh, Gwendolyn conceded, understanding intuitively that it would be futile to argue further, and still she tried. “Emrys,” she begged. “I could not live with myself if⁠—”

He tossed up a hand, dismissing her complaint before she could make it. “Phfftt!” he declared. “I’m an old wretch. I‘ve lived long enough. This land will perish if you do not prevail. And no matter, though you’ve retrieved the Sword, it alone will not be enough to win Baugh to your side. Believe me when I tell you, banríon. He is as stubborn an old fool as there ever was, and you, to him, are only a child.” He tapped his chest. “I could not live with myself if I cowered in this village, allowing a slip of a girl to face him alone—and Baugh is not the lesser of your perils.”

Gwendolyn sighed, taking umbrage with his description of her—she was not a child!—but knew the advice was offered with affection. Despite that, she was far more adept with a sword than he allowed—and certainly more than he. There was no guarantee they would even reach Baugh’s village. The King’s Road was a dangerous place to travel, and the further north they ventured, the wilder it would be. It wasn’t merely wolves and brigands they would need to worry about. Locrinus also had scouts in the area. She did not wish to play nursemaid to a stubborn, old fool of a Druid who didn’t know better than to stay within the safety of his village. “There are no more of Enbarr’s mares to lend,” she said mulishly. “You’ll fall behind, and I will have to go back to save you, else carry you on my mount—and this I will not do! I’d not do it for your brother, and his healing skills are needed.”

“There are more mares,” he argued with another stubborn lift of his chin. “Plenty enough to provide for two more riders. And I’ll not join you alone,” he said. “Now that we are decided, I must introduce you to someone you once met and do not recall.” He gestured to his silent guest. But before Gwendolyn could ask how she knew this man, the Druid spoke for himself.

“I am known to many as Amergin,” he said, speaking with a soft, raspy voice that commanded her respect despite its quiet tone.

Gwendolyn blinked in surprise.

Amergin—Amergin Glúingel?

Truly?

Shock gave way to curiosity as she examined the man who’d spoken. For all his years, he appeared to her like a wych elm, gnarled and ancient. Every line on his weathered face told a detailed story, and his earthy gaze seemed to peer beyond the physical realm. But it shone with intelligence. “Amergin?!”

The man smiled. “In the flesh,” he affirmed with a thoughtful pull at his long, white beard, and for a moment, Gwendolyn was too dumbfounded to speak again. No wonder they had chosen that song to sing last night. She felt utterly ashamed that she’d not remained in attendance long enough to meet this man.

“You say… we’ve met?”

Amergin gave her a nod. “In another life,” he replied cryptically. And now, at long last, Málik turned his gaze from the fire, his bright, silver-blue eyes meeting hers, a silent acknowledgment of her question. He nodded but once.

“I… I do not recall,” Gwendolyn allowed. “But please… forgive my rudeness last night… you honor us with your presence. If I do not remember your face, I know your name.” She inclined her head in deference.

Amergin’s answering smile was kind, but there was a certain gravity in his gaze. “You have won the sword, but its retrieval is the least of your burdens.”

Gwendolyn nodded, understanding the truth of this. A fortnight ago, retrieving that sword from Aengus had seemed the most impossible task. Now… she had yet another. The road ahead would be fraught with perils, and she couldn’t shake the terrible feeling that they were hurtling towards events that would test their strength and unity as never before. But, indeed, these men were right. Their combined wisdom and experience could be invaluable to her. This quest loomed large, and Gwendolyn would need every bit of help she could get to face what was yet to come. If, indeed, their presence could move Baugh, she could not afford to refuse them.

“Between the two of us—” Amergin lifted his chin to indicate Emrys— “You will arrive in Caledonia with the wisdom of ages, and your grandfather would be a fool not to listen.”

Emrys rose then, impatiently tapping the Máistir’s staff against the wooden floor, the sound of it reverberating throughout the room. “Banríon Dragan!” he exclaimed, his voice firm but laced with warmth. “We will weather this storm together and emerge victorious. But you must not rely solely upon yourself…” He turned to regard Málik meaningfully, and rather than hear him defend Málik, she heaved a sigh of resignation, relenting fully.

“Very well,” she said. “And I suppose I should thank you.” Emrys bowed his head, his eyes twinkling fiercely, while Amergin’s smile held a glint of mischief. For now, Gwendolyn ignored it. “Your courage and loyalty mean more than words alone can reveal,” she conceded, her voice steady despite the melee in her heart—because, as sure as she stood here, she understood that agreeing to this would result in Emrys’ death. She didn’t know how, or when, but she knew that even as she noted his paper-thin skin, and the telltale tremble in his old hands.

“Let us make haste,” said Amergin, rising from the table as well, and as he stood, a sense of reassurance washed over Gwendolyn.

Mayhap, indeed, with the First Druid by her side, she would stand a greater chance of convincing Baugh to raise his banners. And now that they had convinced her, Emrys was determined not to be thwarted. He turned to Deartháir Harri, passing off the Druid’s symbol of leadership—the Máistir’s staff. The elder Druid offered a solemn nod to his heir before excusing himself to go pack for the journey ahead.

Málik, too, rose, departing himself, all three abandoning the hall without a backward glance, leaving Gwendolyn alone with Máistir Harri.

A heavy moment of silence settled between them.

It wasn’t so long ago that they’d stood at odds in this very room—Gwendolyn demanding passage through the portal, and Harri refusing to grant it.

It was a long, long moment before she could talk, and then, when she did, there was a knot in her throat. “Art certain you wish to spare him?”

The newly appointed Máistir met her gaze, his expression sober but resolute. “Aye,” he said, his temperament a far cry from the Harri she’d first encountered. “Emrys… is determined to see this through, and we must trust his judgement. His loyalties—our loyalties—lie beyond this village, and his path is his alone to decide. We must pray his sacrifice will aid your cause, for I fear the consequences should it be otherwise.” They both understood what needn’t be said and Gwendolyn nodded again, accepting the Máistir’s words with a mixture of gratitude and apprehension.

She kicked a leaf on the wooden floor. “So you are Máistir now, eh?”

The Druid nodded.

She gave him a crooked grin. “I don’t suppose I will ask you again for passage through the portal.”

He returned the crooked smile. “I suppose not.”

Their discourse was awkward now, and Gwendolyn longed to leave, but she didn’t know how to remove herself without seeming ungracious.

“Go with the blessing of the Ancients,” said Máistir Harri, and Gwendolyn sensed in him a kindness and strength she had not noted before. At once, she regretted every dispute they’d ever had, and Gwendolyn lingered another moment, crossing her arms, knowing it was past time to go, but suddenly hesitating, sensing in her bones that, no matter what transpired in the north, she would not pass this way again. Her time in the Druid village was done, and come what may, she would not walk these halls again. And yet, everything she had learned here had truly helped to prepare her for the task she now faced. Forever more, she would be eternally grateful to these Druid brothers—all of them—many whom had lost their lives in her defense.

And still they embraced her with open arms.

Finally, she turned to go.

“Oh!” said Harri. “I almost forgot!”

Gwendolyn turned to face the man to find him grinning stupidly. “It is my utmost joy to inform you that the Llanrhos order no longer supports the Usurper. They champion your cause, and I am told by the priest who wed you that you may consider your marriage dissolved.”

Gwendolyn gasped aloud, her heart lurching over the news, the weight of his words striking her like a physical blow. She lifted a hand to her breast and for a moment, she couldn’t speak. Opening her mouth, she closed it again, a new rush of tears pricking at her eyes. By the gods, for a woman so intent upon hardening her heart, she could not seem to do it.

Daring to meet Máistir Harri’s gaze, she found solace in their familiar depths as a dizzying array of emotions swirled within her—joy, anger, sadness—above all else, a fierce swell of relief that she couldn’t deny. The ties that bound her to the Usurper had been severed by the Laws of this land, freeing her from a yoke she’d carried too long. She swallowed with difficulty, more tears pricking at her eyes.

Alas. Despite the complexities of her feelings, there was no time for dwelling upon this news. With a deep, shaky breath, Gwendolyn attempted to steady herself, and meanwhile, Máistir Harri regarded her with a knowing smile, his bright eyes reflecting the firelight with a warmth that soothed her soul.

“May good fortune favor your path, banríon,” he said softly.

“Thank… you,” said Gwendolyn, her voice breaking. “For every… thing.…” He came forward without asking her leave, took her by the arm, and embraced her for the first time, and Gwendolyn hugged him back, so grateful for this news, moved beyond words. After a moment, he withdrew, smiling, and led her to the door, and as they stepped out into the cool morning air, Gwendolyn felt…

Freedom.

She was married to Loc no more!

Her journey from here forth was no doubt a quest that held the fate of realms in its balance and the burden of leadership weighed heavily upon her shoulders, but even so, a sense of liberation washed over her—like heavy chains breaking free. The black, encumbering weight of her marriage lifted, and for the first time in what felt like an eternity, she could not deny the spark of hope that ignited within her breast.

Máistir Harri gave her a kind little pat on the shoulder, and Gwendolyn squared her shoulders, ready to face whatever challenges lay ahead. But her joy held a dark note, because her first thought was that, now, when she pushed her cousin’s blade into that deamhan’s black heart, she would do so as a free woman.
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And so it was that Gwendolyn, accompanied by Málik, Bryn, Emrys, Lir, and Amergin, set out from the Druid village, each astride one of Enbarr’s mares, as unlikely a crew as any Gwendolyn could ever have imagined—a would-be Queen, a newly crowned Fae king, a Shadow, a retired Máistir and healer brother, along with a bard and poet most folks believed long dead.

Indeed, Gwendolyn might never have believed the last of it herself were it not for the fact that Amergin rode beside her, most zealously debating the art of discernment with Emrys, each elder Druid making his point with only the finest deviation, merely so the other could argue against it. This was nearly as annoying as the fog that had descended upon them the moment they set out. Essentially, they both disagreed over nothing, merely arguing semantics, but they clearly enjoyed a long-held friendship, and Amergin’s presence in this day and age was no surprise to either of the Druid brothers. In fact, from what Gwendolyn could glean from their lengthy discourse, although Amergin now dwelt in the City of Light, he returned infrequently for news of his brethren, and to conduct the business of the Fae Court—and, of course, he would. The Tuatha Dé Danann had once deemed this man to be a fair and worthy judge for them—why wouldn’t he be the one designated as their supreme arbiter?

It also made sense that the Druids would keep ties with those who’d appointed them—an understanding beyond the simple occupation of a once-held Fae village. And furthermore, if Emrys and Lir and the Lifer Pol Order had lived betwixt realms for more than seven hundred years, why wouldn’t the Druid of Druids be granted immortality?

Gwendolyn now wondered if the Llanrhos Order had a similar arrangement on their Isle of Mona? Although they were the ones who most often attended tribunals and officiated weddings—evidenced by their advanced years—they also did not welcome visitors upon their isle, which, reputedly, could only be found when it wished to be found.

But maybe that wasn’t true.

The notion of some island with a will of its own was even too fanciful for Gwendolyn. As a child, she’d found that tale to be too far-fetched, and she had rather considered it to be more the claim of bumbling old mesters to excuse why they could not summon a Druid for her father.

That, or else they feared to try. The stories of the Druids’ brutality were known far and wide, and the gods save any man who dared call upon Mona without cause. Only now, Gwendolyn could hardly imagine the likes of Merlin—that old greybeard who’d married her—as some cold-hearted judge, ripping out people’s entrails and using them to decide their fates. Indeed, the last time she saw Merlin he was still sniffing that yew tree, and for all she knew, there he remained.

Beside her, Emrys scoffed at something Amergin said, and Gwendolyn smirked over their eternal argument. Oddly comforted by their familiarity, she led her fledgling army ever forward, the sound of her mare’s hooves on the leaf-strewn forest path chewing through the stillness of the pinewoods, even as their conversations did to her thoughts. It was not unlike so many of the conversations her father had enjoyed with King Brutus, evoking bittersweet memories of long hours spent at the King’s table… with her father and Brutus in deliberation.

One such conversation could not be wrested from her thoughts—a discussion about the joining of their Dragon banners, where both her father and King Brutus had expounded endlessly upon the good that should come of their union. Rewards beyond the obvious—true-blood heirs that should have inspired peace and harmony for their people, ushering in an age of prosperity assured by a strong and capable army that was, for all their training and armament, never meant to be deployed.

So much for that, Gwendolyn thought, for here she sat, with more than two thousand Fae soldiers at her back, wending her way northward, with the precise intention of convincing her never-met grandsire to join her in battle.

How sad, she mused—to meet her mother’s father for the first time under such unfavorable circumstances. And no matter… to defeat Locrinus, she must find some way to unite, not only the confederacy, but every remaining tribe.

Every. Remaining. Tribe.

This was a feat unheard of in this age of men.

So much as she would like to believe otherwise, there had not been a true era of peace and unity since the Fae lost dominion over these lands—and how terrible that must be… to watch as men destroyed all they’d begot.

Much to Gwendolyn’s dismay, it could now be said that even her father had failed them, and her fingers worried Aisling’s reins as she considered his fateful decisions.

Certes, what came of her marriage was not at all what her father had bargained for.

But though Urien may have proven a better match, he was still one of Brutus’ sons, and Locrinus was a ghoul—his brothers, no better. At the very least, they were abettors in their brother’s treason, and for this, what rewards should they reap?

A blade in the gut, if Gwendolyn had anything to say about it.

Certainly not lands free from Rot and strife.

A wee part of her had thrilled to learn that the Rot had finally reached Loegria—especially after Esme told her so plainly that it was the Loegrian alliance that led to Cornwall’s decline. In her words precisely, that “pact between warmongering mortals intent upon dividing lands not their own.” Everything was connected, she’d said. The smallest occurrence could alter the spirit of the world, even as the fluttering of a bee’s wing could stir the fury of the north seas. And, considering this, Gwendolyn studied the state of these woods through which they now traveled… Beneath their hooves lay a heavy carpet of leaf litter, the density growing deeper and more precarious the farther north they ventured… as though no one had passed this way for an age. Indeed, they encountered no Brigantes, nor, for that matter, any of their villages—only abandoned cottages here and there, with rotting thatch roofs whence blackbirds shrieked before scattering.

With the aid of this fog that persisted, Gwendolyn grew hopeful that, with a bit of fortune, they would elude the Brigantes altogether—at least, until she was better prepared to deal with them, but then the thought occurred to her that there was something else to be gleaned from their absence here.

For so long, this tribe owed their prosperity to the Caledonii, who’d raided the southern lands and traded their plunder on the journey home. But soon after her parents wed, the raids all ended, and without Caledonii support, so many of the Brigantes villages ceased to exist. Last year, when they’d rallied before seeking Caradoc in the fenlands, they’d spent a good, long fortnight traveling these parts, and despite that they’d journeyed with so small a retinue, no one but Loc’s men ever troubled their camp. What they did encounter were villages burnt to the ground, where Gwendolyn buried the dead with her own hands. And yet, though their fates had been altered by the marriage of a Caledonian princess to the King of Cornwall, these lands were free of the stench of Rot, and Gwendolyn was beginning to understand something more of this disease… something Esme had once tried to explain. As the Rot was a symptom of the people’s despair, there must be people whose spirit could infect these lands. There were no people here, hence no Rot. Instead, the forest grew wild, reclaiming everything it touched—including, if it ever existed, the King’s Road.

Belying its name, the “road” was no road at all, only a crude path cutting its way north through a grey, misty forest that, betimes, grew so unwieldy with underbrush that it forced Gwendolyn’s crew to forge alternative paths.

But there was another more nefarious reason she must consider these lands… and this one not so favorable… The absence of people here could well be because Locrinus had already conscripted them, and if that was so, and the Brigantes should call upon their allies to the east… The possibility gnawed at Gwendolyn’s guts—giving her anew a feeling of unease… because… if Locrinus should win the Iceni and Parisi as well, this would not bode well for her campaign.

Esme’s words now returned to hound her…

If Locrinus prevails, the future is, indeed, bleak.

“Where are you, Esme?” she whispered.

“Did you say something?” said Emrys, remembering her suddenly and clearing his throat.

“Nothing,” said Gwendolyn.
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Once I’ve endeared her, she will love me
The offer I bring will cover my sin
And she, my wife, will bear to the helpmeet…



“What song is that?” Gwendolyn inquired of Amergin.

“The oldest,” he said, chuckling. “And yet, ageless—the prayer of every man, do you not agree?”

Gwendolyn shrugged. She knew nothing about that, but she feared there was an aspect of it that rang true—every man needed heirs.

So did Pretania, and so it seemed she would bear none.

Shivering, Gwendolyn drew up the cowl of Arachne’s cloak, dismayed to have so thoroughly misjudged the weather. The temperatures dropped, and the fog grew thicker the further north they journeyed until Gwendolyn rued having abandoned her father’s cloak. This one could never warm her so well.

The persistent fog was turning her mood as grey as those infernal fogous, sending a chill through her bones, hovering like a brume, coloring the landscape to match her mood. Somehow, it muffled all sounds, creating an eerie silence that revealed only the faintest rustle of leaves beneath their hooves, and Gwendolyn suspected it wasn’t natural. Cool and clammy against her skin, it left her testy, making her long for the warmth of a fire… and Málik.

By now, her clothes were damp and dirty, and her curls were matted with leaves and twigs from sleeping on a leaf-strewn ground, but at least it concealed her army, and the cold wasn’t so brisk as it was in the underlands. There, she’d had no cloak at all until the end of her journey, and if she could weather that, she could weather this.

Resolved to endure the discomfort, knowing there were worse things than to shiver against a bit of cold, she marveled how changed she was—how differently she viewed such things as adversity and misadventure. Before her sojourn into the underlands, she would have suffered this cold like a petulant child, and no doubt, she had harried Málik for every moment of their journey to Chysauster.

Smiling ruefully over that bittersweet memory, she yearned for those days when the worst of her troubles had seemed only the question of a mester’s death. Alas, all but for the yearning for Málik’s affections, those days were long gone. Whilst Lir, Amergin and Emrys rode at her side—Amergin either singing or arguing with Emrys, he and Bryn had ridden at the back of their cavalcade and the repeat of it all, day in, day out, grew wearisome.

Meanwhile, thoughts of Málik grew like brambles in her mind, ensnaring all other thoughts, until, after a while, even the Druids’ conversation held no interest for her. Málik’s absence by her side was like a gaping wound, raw and excruciating. She missed the way his silver hair rippled at his back with the breeze… how his pale-blue eyes twinkled with mischief. Every passing moment without him felt like an eternity. And yet, every time she thought about riding back to speak to him, something kept her from going—perhaps fear of rejection?

Or perhaps simply pride.

Whatever the case, Gwendolyn found herself rooted in her saddle, staring wistfully at the path ahead in a trance-like stupor. When the brothers fell away to discuss something in private, leaving Amergin to ride at her side, alone, she seized the opportunity for conversation. Giving her reins a tug, she sidled closer to Amergin, giving him a nod, and the old Druid returned it, smiling companionably.

She nudged her horse forward, curiosity piquing amidst the eerie quietude that surrounded them. “You say you knew my grandfather?”

He nodded, but so much as he’d had to say to his Druid brothers, he appeared little inclined to expound.

“Won’t you tell me about him,” she urged gently, with an unmistakable longing in her voice, a yearning to know more about the man she knew only through Demelza’s tales, and her father’s complaints.

“He is stubborn.”

As was her mother.

“Fierce.”

As was her mother.

The cloak about her shoulders was drenched from the persistent mist, and she shivered again, but it no longer mattered so much. Her grandfather’s image in her mind gave her a strange sense of solace against the biting cold. “He sounds like my mother,” she said. “Did you know her as well?”

Amergin shook his head. “Your mother came long after my time, banríon na bhfear. I’ve not stepped foot upon these lands in quite some time.”

Gwendolyn wondered how long, but didn’t ask. It seemed far more important to know why he had come, so that was what she asked.

Amergin slowed his gait, gazing at her thoughtfully. “To fulfill an old promise,” he explained after a moment, and Gwendolyn studied the old man, who must be quite some older than Emrys, although this, too, was the least of what she wished to know.

“An old promise?”

Again, he nodded, and this time, a tinge of sadness colored his eyes. “One I made to a dear old friend.”

“My grandfather?”

He shook his head, keeping his silence, and Gwendolyn wanted to ask him what help he thought he could be if he had so little to say.

It wasn’t as though he could wield a sword—nor rid them of this fog.

“How ambiguous,” she said, growing frustrated.

For days now, these two old men had prattled on and on like two old women at a knucklebones wager, and now he had nothing to say. Every word she pulled from his lips came reluctantly, as though from a desolate well.

His eyes narrowed owlishly. “It is not who I promised, but what I promised that has any bearing. I vowed that once the time arrived, I’d return to this land to ensure its preservation.”

“You… alone?” Her tone was laced with sarcasm.

“Nay, banríon na bhfear, though as you can well imagine, I am not a man without influence.” He winked, unperturbed by her insolence, despite Gwendolyn’s attempt to nettle him. She nodded, weighing her next question, realizing that, with Amergin’s canniness, she must choose her questions more wisely. Despite that, she perhaps wasted a question because curiosity could not still her tongue.

“Was this friend of yours Málik?”

Plainly, she could not stop thinking of him, and that also vexed her.

The elder Druid shook his head. “Same blood, different king,” he said with half a smile. “Howbeit, the son would hold me to the promise I made to the father.”

Always with the riddles!

Evidently, Amergin had lived among the Fae too long, and Gwendolyn felt thoroughly vexed to be thwarted. She nipped at the tender flesh inside her cheek, wondering what topic would be best to broach with him now. Whatever information she would glean, she sensed it must be dragged per force from his unwilling tongue. The old Druid gave her a crooked smile, his eyes twinkling with amusement and something resembling… pity?

His white hair shone in the twilight as he leaned in, one bony hand bracing against his pommel. “I can see you are troubled,” he said, and Gwendolyn nodded. It would be pointless to lie. She longed for a confidante, but had too many questions and no inkling how to begin. “As you must know, this day was long foretold.”

“Which day?”

“This day,” he said, his head tilting first to one shoulder, then to the other, adding, “The end of days … or the beginning.”

Again, more riddles, and Gwendolyn found her tongue tied with too many questions. Who and what foretold this? The end of what? The beginning of what? What stake had this man in the outcome of Gwendolyn’s trials? So he had claimed, as did Emrys, that it was their intent to be her champion in her bid to convince Baugh to join her fight, but Gwendolyn suddenly had the most unsettling suspicion—as she always did with the Fae—that Amergin, too, held secrets meant to shape, not only Pretania, but the fate of men. And still questions stuck in her throat—like that time she’d so desperately longed to recount to her father everything she had encountered in her uncle’s fogous. And somehow, despite trying, she could not—that feeling was worse now than before, and Gwendolyn didn’t have the energy to pry any more words from this Druid’s mouth. She said, “For what it’s worth, I am pleased you’ve emerged from the grave to become my champion.”

She gave him a halfhearted wink, and added dryly, “It is not oft we are graced with Druid royalty.”

The elder Druid chuckled, but his dark eyes ignited with a new fire. “Ah, Child, you must not mistake me. I’ve not come to be anyone’s champion. I am but a humble servant.”

“So you serve the Fae?”

“Nay, Queen of Men. I serve justice.”

Gwendolyn eyed him suspiciously. “For whom?”

The glitter in his eyes now sharpened. “If you must ask, mayhap I sit in judgment of you?” He wasn’t jesting, Gwendolyn realized, and a shiver of foreboding swept down her spine. Her inability to ask the right questions only roused her temper, for neither had anyone called her “child” since Demelza, and she took issue with that as well—she was no child, and certainly not his!

Her tone hardened. “That is quite the responsibility,” she allowed. “And yet, if you’ve come to serve your justice upon me, old man, you’d best declare yourself rightly, and know I bow to no man, including you!”

Unsaid, she’d left too much, including all the questions about her past life, though Amergin must know it all, and despite this, Gwendolyn could not speak again even for the possibility of loosening an old man’s tongue. Only this time, it wasn’t any hex that bound her words. It was pride. She had not come so far to be judged by this man or any. Nor had she tainted her hands with blood only to throw down her hard-won sword and bow to the Fates.

The Druid’s lips lifted into a slow grin, showing a magnificent set of straight, white teeth that belied his wrinkled face. “So I see… your sister spoke true.”

Gwendolyn blinked.

“You’ll make a fine queen someday,” he allowed, and then he tugged his reins and fell away, leaving Gwendolyn alone to think on his words…

But… she was queen now—what did he mean by that? And more, though he’d argued his right to speak on her behalf, she must now wonder if he intended to undermine her instead?

It was only belatedly that Gwendolyn realized what more he had said—sister? She had no sister!

Or did she?

Gwendolyn had grown up as an only child, her parents proclaiming her the Kingdom’s sole heir. But the Druid’s words haunted her with unspoken truths, for even as she mulled over the mortal life she had lived, his words stirred in her a cruel sense of uncertainty, and the truth clawed at the edges of her memories, like shadows seeking the light.
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That evening, Gwendolyn could not sleep.

The old Druid misspoke, she reassured herself.

And no matter, she could not shake the nagging sense that there was more to his words than a mere slip of the tongue—how vexing it was that, yet again, it was some stranger who’d revealed her truth. Along with a keen sense of disappointment over another deception, the mere possibility of a sister she’d not known about tugged at her curiosity like a loose thread begging to be unraveled.

Oblivious to her turmoil, Bryn stirred in his sleep, mumbling something incoherent as he turned onto his side, facing Gwendolyn.

Beside her, the fire crackled and popped, flickering like a wild soul, its orange and red hues casting dancing shadows across this face.

But, alas, whilst her childhood friend slept only an arm’s length away from her, she had never felt more alone—impossible to imagine how anyone could feel so isolated surrounded by more than two thousand soldiers, but here she was.

When she and Bryn were younger, they used to steal away for a swim, or simply to enjoy one another’s company amidst the cool shelter of trees on a hot summer day, with their backs against an oak, eating bilberries and confessing secrets? But it was normally Gwendolyn doing the confessing, and Bryn, only listening.

Nothing had changed. He was still the same.

Tonight, he had returned from the rear of the cavalcade with no word of explanation, only saying he’d tired of Málik’s sore headed mood.

At least they had that in common.

As yet, neither Bryn nor Málik even knew that the Druids had dissolved her marriage. This was the greatest of news, and yet, so it seemed, Gwendolyn had no one to share it with.

More unbearable yet was the vacant space at her side—not that Málik would ever disrespect her by choosing Gwendolyn’s pallet under the scrutiny of so many, but she had at least hoped he would make his pallet close by.

Instead, where was he?

Sleeping peacefully more than three kilometers away…

So he’d claimed he wished to be the first to know if they encountered an ambush from behind. But whilst it had seemed a good strategy at the time, Gwendolyn now wondered if there was yet another reason he’d been so intent upon avoiding her.

Did he fear she would ask something he was unprepared to answer?

Her face twisted into a pained expression, her brows furrowing and her mouth pulling tight. How many times must she tell him that a lie of omission was still a lie? Would she discover on the morrow that she was in love with her own brother? Or that Aengus Óg was her real father?

Grimacing over the thoughts, she was at least thankful that she remembered enough about Aengus to know she did not share his blood. But the point was this: At this moment, anything seemed possible, and, as she lay brooding in the shadows—all alone on her pallet, her mind raced with questions and doubts.

Now this…

Blinking away a new sting of tears, this time for anger, Gwendolyn gazed into the dancing flames, her thoughts drifting again to the afternoon’s conversation with Amergin… Not too long ago, she had bemoaned the lack of family, and now… if that old man and Esme spoke true, her mother was out there somewhere, and a sister, too—for all Gwendolyn knew she might have ten!

The cool night air brushed her skin, sending a shiver down her spine, and she tugged Arachne’s cloak higher about her shoulders, gazing beyond the fire’s light.

Gods. She missed Málik so much it ached—those beautiful blue eyes, those fangs which, despite their daunting appearance, never failed to titillate her… because she knew what pleasure they could provide.

Did he no longer have feelings for her?

Ever since their reunion, he’d been so distant and reserved, and despite that his enigmatic nature had once so much appealed to her, it now filled her with so much uncertainty. This moment, she longed to crack her palm against his too-handsome face, and then to look him in the eyes and demand he speak only truth—all of it—before desperately kissing him.

Mind you, she craved both, but without honesty and truth, the rest was worth too little. At the first opportunity, she would give him a much-deserved tongue lashing—and not the sort he would wish for.

If indeed, he still desired such things.

Willing him to come to her, at least to explain, Gwendolyn tossed and turned, all the while commanding herself to remain abed. It was to everyone’s good fortune that the sin of pride kept her rooted to her pallet.

Sleep came eventually, but with difficulty, and, to Gwendolyn’s dismay, only after envisioning herself snuggled in Málik’s embrace.
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By twilight of the fourth evening, they had ridden as far north as Gwendolyn had ever dared venture—deep into Brigantes territory.

According to that map in her father’s war room, here they should remain till they reached the Border Esk and the Moorfoot hills. And once there, and they spied Blackhope Scar—the tallest of fourteen hills—they would be halfway to their destination.

Inherited from the Fae who’d once occupied their lands, that map was a representation no mortal could have conceived, much less created. It held the last vestiges of Fae magic and, like the Dragon’s Lair above their city, nobody knew how it worked. As a girl, she had marveled over every dip and swell in the painted clay, imagining herself sovereign over all. A physical depiction of Pretania from Land’s End to the north seas, it was carved to precision and changed as the land changed. Indeed, during her father’s first years as king, when the Great Southern Storm flooded the southern coastlands, razing forests and destroying villages, the map had depicted this change. In fact, the only thing that map did not reveal accurately was the magic hidden at Porth Pool and the truth of the Druid’s Crossroads. Those places were veiled even from Gwendolyn’s eyes, and perhaps from her father’s, too. But if not, then at least she now understood why her father had never felt compelled to see the pool for himself. Although it may have been noted if anyone ever attempted to move the map, it was an inseparable part of the chamber in which it was built. If Trevena were ever to be destroyed, that map would also be lost, and that fate nearly came to pass during the exodus of its makers.

It might be difficult to believe now, because their city was such a marvel, but when her great, great, great-grandfather inherited those lands, there was nothing but ruins—a maze of stone structures half buried, and all that saved it from obscurity was that the old city was constructed upon a granite cliff that bore meager soil, and the sea winds relentlessly blew what was there away.

Even now, Trevena had no true means to produce its own food, and were it not for their port, the people would starve. It was her great, great, great-grandfather who found that map and restored the city, and her father later constructed a palace around it. Gwendolyn counted it to their good fortune that Locrinus did not occupy her city long enough to note how the map altered of its own accord, as though it, too, were a living, breathing form. And yet, even if Locrinus and his brothers did not recognize its magic, Talwyn should have known, and Gwendolyn suspected Bryn’s father had had his own designs to rule. For whatever reason, he never felt inclined to share the map’s worth, though even without Fae magic, it was still quite the asset. It was fortunate for Gwendolyn that Loc was too arrogant and too faithless to understand its value, and she felt certain that, after finding the Treasury empty, his brothers had abandoned the city too soon—that, or else, like the Dragon’s Lair, the map’s enchantment was temporarily lost, and with an empty Treasury and a harbor that could not be used, Trevena might have seemed a worthless cause. With Gwendolyn’s return to the city, the fire in the Lair was quickly restored, and the map was still changing, though it was no longer so accurate as it was before—a sign that perhaps magic in this realm was waning…

“Art quiet,” said Lir, as he drew up beside her. He clicked his reins to gain Gwendolyn’s attention, and she turned to look at him, grateful to see his familiar blue eyes. Gods knew, he was the only one amidst this entire crew who had always been forthcoming, and she appreciated that now more than ever.

“Where are Emrys and Amergin?” It wasn’t what she’d meant to say, but she didn’t believe Lir would know what she really wished to know…

“They’ve ridden back to speak with Málik.”

Gwendolyn lifted both brows. “About what?”

“I do not know,” he replied, “Though I suspect my brother is contemplating a departure from our Village.”

Gwendolyn’s gaze snapped to his face. “Forever?”

He nodded.

For a moment, she merely stared, unable to comprehend the gravity of what he had just conveyed. “Why would he do such a thing?!”

Lir gave a soft chuckle, his blue eyes twinkling with mirth. “He claims it is time.”

Gwendolyn struggled to make sense of it all. “And how do you feel about it?”

A sense of panic embraced her, and her heart pounded, thumping against her ribs. If he spoke true, it would be a matter of life and death for Emrys, and Gwendolyn could not imagine what would possess him to abandon the surety of his village. Every moment he spent away from his protected home was a moment closer to his death. This was why she had been so vehemently opposed to his accompaniment on this journey, though she fully intended to see him returned to his Druid brothers in good health. But Lir didn’t seem to care—at least not about the risk. Instead, he replied with a shrug of his broad shoulders. “I will miss him, of course.”

Gwendolyn furrowed her brow, surprised that he could be so cavalier about something so grim as his brother’s demise.

“In truth,” he continued. “I will be well comforted by the certainty that he’ll be honored by the Fae. In their care, he will live longer than we.”

Swallowing past the lump in her throat, Gwendolyn said, “Blood and bones!” Relieved, she nodded with sudden comprehension. Of course, he would go to the City of Light.

But then another thought occurred to her. Would Bryn follow Esme? Leave Gwendolyn? The very thought gave her an awful kick to the belly, and no matter, she admired Lir for seeking his brother’s wellbeing above all else. The bond between these two brothers no doubt ran deep, forged through more than seven hundred years of trials. Conversely, her friendship with Bryn spanned but nineteen short years. If Lir could let his brother go, so, too, could she. “Would you join him?”

He let another soft chuckle. “Me?” He seemed genuinely surprised by the question. “Oh, nay,” he said, shaking his head. “I’m afraid this would not be possible.”

“Why not?”

He paused for a moment before answering, a hint of sadness clouding his otherwise bright eyes. “In all these ages since Amergin joined the Fae, no Druid has ever been invited to even visit the Fae lands, much less to live amongst them—not even Amergin’s brothers or sons.”

Gwendolyn peered back over her shoulder to see if the old man had returned, seeing him with entirely new eyes, only considering the sacrifice he’d made—to leave behind a wife and sons in service for all… noble, but heartbreakingly lonely.

And really, even if he had returned to visit his family in the Betwixt, it wouldn’t be long against Fae years when he would have witnessed their ageing and eventual death. “Men have gone,” Gwendolyn argued.

She had seen this proof with her own eyes—and she had gone. However, she didn’t wish to reveal that she’d spied bones in Arachne’s lair.

“It is one thing to trespass, another to be welcomed, and I must believe that will not be my destiny. Alas, My Queen, my skills are best served in Lifer Pol. My destiny remains there.”

Gwendolyn nodded, understanding. “As healer?”

“Not simply.” The young Druid smiled without regret. “As I’ve said, I’ve made it my life’s work to know the laws of men and Fae. It will be my burden for the gift of this knowledge to use it where it will serve both realms.”

“That is… quite… noble,” Gwendolyn allowed. And it was. Truly. She understood what a sacrifice it would be.

Even now, with only a few leagues between them, she felt Málik’s absence acutely, and if she must live apart from him, she didn’t know if she could bear it.

Their conversation lapsed for a moment into pensive silence, and then Gwendolyn said, “I know you, more than Emrys, have always been enamored of the Fae.”

“As you,” he said, and Gwendolyn smiled, remembering their long hours of discourse en route to the Druid village, where she had confessed so much to him. It could be said that Lir knew more of her innermost thoughts than even Ely or Bryn.

“My brother has sacrificed so much already. The candle of his life teeters at the brink of extinguishment. How can I not pray Málik will embrace him as his father once embraced Amergin?”

Gwendolyn nodded, thinking it so odd that, for mortals, those Fae tales seemed to have transpired in another age, and yet, for the Fae, only a breath had passed. Indeed, Gwendolyn had yet to grow accustomed to this thinking that her history was still their present. “So it was Málik’s father who welcomed Amergin?”

“As I understood, Núada first embraced him, but upon his death, Málik’s father extended the honor. Quite the distinction, wouldn’t you allow?” Lir’s smile was genuine, and Gwendolyn’s thoughts brightened. That was the gift of this man. He seemed to know how best to make her smile.

“You’re a good man, Lir. I am proud to know you.”

“Then you will not plan to send me home?” he jested, laughing, reminding her she had once so vehemently refused to travel with him.

Gwendolyn laughed softly. “Rest easy, my dear friend. I will not.” She gestured toward his mare. “After all, you are astride Sheahan, are you not?” Less jovially, she added, “At any rate… you are not the one who’s wont to fall behind.” She was speaking of Málik, of course, although Gwendolyn wasn’t inclined to explain that. “You are a joy to me. And, in truth, if others were so inclined to such charity, Cornwall would not now be suffering the stink of Rot.”

“Oh!” he exclaimed. “Has no one told you?”

Gwendolyn’s gaze narrowed. “Told me what?” She could not tolerate yet another secret.

Undeterred by her dark expression, the Druid grinned unabashedly. “The southern lands have begun to heal!”

“But… I thought… your brother… he said⁠—”

Lir waved a hand in happy dismissal. “Emrys would have said anything to join this quest. Word of the Sword has traveled swiftly. The Llanrhos Druids came from Trevena to report the city’s garners are full.”

Gwendolyn’s heart surged against her ribs—joyful over the news, but…

“So it appears this year’s harvest will be better than the last under your father.” He winked. “The Catuvellauni chieftain has made himself quite useful in your absence. Who’d have thought?”

Wonderful, Gwendolyn mused.

Lir did an eager little head jiggle, and Gwendolyn longed to laugh, despite that this news also put a most definite crease in her brow, even as it pleased her. No doubt, this was great news, but it was none of her doing, nor could she escape the tiniest bit of envy that it would be the stranger in their midst who would return a shred of normalcy to her beloved city. A man. “That is… wonderful,” she offered.

And then, as though she were attempting to convince herself that she meant it, she said, “Yes, it is.” And it was—it was—so why now did Gwendolyn feel as petty as Locrinus, wanting such an accomplishment for herself?

Trevena was a thriving city and Loegria well established, but those were not Loc’s achievements. His decision to relocate was done purely for pride. He coveted a city built in his own name—but of course, why should he care for the triumph of others? He cared nothing for Pretania, only for himself, and this greed would be his undoing.

But she was not Loc. She was pleased. Gwendolyn loved her city and her people. And she was grateful to Caradoc for doing precisely what she had hoped he could do in her absence. When Lir did not continue, she asked, “Any more news from Trevena?”

The Druid shrugged. “None that I know of, but I must assume this pleases you?”

Gwendolyn smiled, because she knew her response confused him—wily Druid that he was. “Of course,” she allowed. “I am well pleased.”

“Good,” he said, and it was. She had made the right decision for her people, leaving Caradoc in charge, with Ely, his son and Taryn to support him. And this, she understood intuitively, was the true mark of a worthy leader. It would be impossible for Gwendolyn to do everything herself, even if she always knew the right thing to do, which she most certainly did not.

“Thank you, Lir.”

“For what?”

Her smile widened, and this time entirely without pretense. “In your usual manner, for speaking the truth when no one else will.”

“Heh,” Lir chuckled. “Someone’s got to do it.”

Gwendolyn added, “And for being the steadfast friend I so desperately need in these uncertain times.” Her voice was soft with gratitude. “And for reminding me of my place.”

“Oh,” he said. “I’d never presume such a thing!” Still, his blue eyes sparkled, and Gwendolyn laughed. “But now,” he said. “I must thank you.”

“For what?”

“For being the queen our people need, even when the weight of your crown is heavy. For leading with grace and wisdom, even during times of uncertainty.”

Had she done that?

Gwendolyn felt a swell of gratitude wash over her at the kindness of his words. It was rare to receive such heartfelt praise amid so much chaos and doubt. She reached out, clasping his hand in hers, squeezing gently. “Thank you, my friend,” she said again, her voice thick with emotion. “Your loyalty and friendship mean more to me than you may ever know.” And she would have offered him a place in her Konsel right then and there, but she knew he’d not accept it.

A flicker of pride warmed his eyes. “It is my honor to serve.”

Gwendolyn gave him a flourish of her hand to end the maudlin discourse. “And now, my friend, have you any desire at all to hear of my travels in the Fae realm? I’ve been dying to speak of it!”

Lir’s face brightened. “Oh, please!”

Gwendolyn nodded, grinning. “You were entirely correct,” she said, with an exaggerated whisper and a hand to her mouth. “The City of Light is spectacular!” She kissed her fingers. “There are towers that twist like vines, with spires that bloom, and meanwhile, throughout the entire city, rivers of light…”

Much to Lir’s delight, Gwendolyn continued, regaling him with all the sights of her journey. But, unexpectedly, as she gave him such a detailed account, she grew saddened, wondering if she would never again see those marvels. There was a part of her that longed to go there, as well—even if she could not yet confess it. And how wretched that she should witness such wonders during this time of strife, when she could not fully appreciate their worth. Gwendolyn found herself envious of Emrys, even as she was grateful to know he would spend the rest of his days surrounded by beauty and magic, and she hoped Málik would approve his request… only to realize… again… that so long as Málik was king… he, too, must remain in the Fae court. Whether it be a cruel king intent upon keeping them parted, or fated destinies… their love seemed cursed.
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Day and night.

Day and night.

Day and night.

The endless rhythm of Aisling’s hooves against the hard dirt path lulled Gwendolyn into a bored reverie. Closing her eyes, she allowed her thoughts to drift to summer days spent exploring the hills about Trevena—long before the Rot tore through their lands. The sweet scent of wildflowers and freshly trampled grass wafted through her imagination. Her mouth watered over the remembrance of ripe berries she and Bryn used to forage and eat while exploring the hills. The sweetness of the memory lingered upon her tongue and made her ache for simpler days when the world was bright with possibilities. How she longed to be so carefree again.

Alas, those days felt like an eternity past, a distant dream shattered by harsh realities. And despite this, with every step forward, she dared to nurture a glimmer of hope that her grandfather would greet her with open arms—that he would recognize his blood and agree to champion her against the villain she had wed.

Dare she hope?

With every day’s end, they grew closer to their destination, closer to the answers that had eluded her so long.

Was her grandmother still alive? Did they have more offspring whose young now tugged at her skirts? Why did they abandon their daughter to Cornwall? Who was the woman whose beautiful dowry chest she’d been forced to abandon in Loegria?

As yet, the odds were against Gwendolyn, but in her heart of hearts, she knew right was on her side. After all, this was her land, not Loc’s, and she knew it well. It was her people whose blood was shed here for a thousand years and more. And Loc… was nought but a greedy interloper, whose fate was only bettered by her father’s goodwill.

Soon, Gwendolyn vowed… his body would rot in those fens, and she would dance on his grave. Vengeance would be hers.

Her lips turned as she considered his current garrison. Plowonida would prove to be his tomb. This would be his first wet season in the fenlands and his first winter spent at his precious Troia Nova. Gwendolyn knew enough about those eastern wetlands to know he would have no inkling of how to buttress his new fortress for the winter. Without help from the native tribes—most of whom he’d so eagerly displaced—he would find himself ill prepared for the coming flood tides, and the rotting of grain in his fields. Gwendolyn knew only too well where Loc’s priorities lay and it was not in the early planting of crops, nor for the welfare of his people—his certainly, and Estrildis’, too, but he would not plan well enough in advance to ensure anyone but himself and his abhorrent mistress were fed or cared for. If luck be hers, he would delay the planting of his crops too late, and they would spoil before the harvest. His troops would spend a harsh winter—mayhap harsh enough that, by the springtime, their bellies would be empty enough to encourage them to abandon his cause, and Gwendolyn would welcome any who cared to join her.

Certes, there were times when she questioned her motives. Did she merely long for revenge against the man who had betrayed and violated her—murdered her family, reviled her? Or was it truly for Pretania she fought?

Doubtless, there was a measure of vengeance she wished to impart—she was no angel—and yet, that she had risked so much to seize back her kingdom should be proof enough. That she would sacrifice love… why else would she do such a thing if it were not for love of her people?

All these long hours of deliberation, alone, without Málik to influence her, were good for her sense of clarity. She was still quite wounded by his readiness to end her life, but she understood now that he’d had no choice, and that he had waited so long to commit the act—until the last moment, betting on Gwendolyn to end his curse—was telling in itself. He could so easily have completed his mission on the first day they’d met. Instead, he’d helped her at every turn, begging her to run away with him, and standing by her even when she’d refused.

And now, before securing his throne, he’d lent her two thousand warriors to aid her cause, and she knew in her heart that he meant to stand and fight beside her until the bitter end, even without the promise of reward.

Even knowing that once her campaign was done, he would be honor-bound to go… and she would be honor-bound to stay.

Given the chance, what would you do with the child?

Esme’s long-ago question returned to haunt Gwendolyn unexpectedly, but she still had no good answer. At best, he would be a continual reminder of his demon father.

At worst, he was a threat to her crown.

But fortunately, this was not a decision Gwendolyn must make today. Here and now, she needed only to look to Baugh. He was the key to her success.
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The fog persisted until they crossed into Selgovae lands. There, Gwendolyn noticed an immediate change in the forest. The towering evergreens appeared to stretch towards the sky as though reaching for the gods, the entire forest shifting and swaying, as though alive and aware of their presence. The air itself thick with a sense of age and wisdom. It was as though these very trees had been standing since the beginning of time—ancient guardians watching every step they took.

Wild lands, her father had once called them, but Gwendolyn knew even he had never ventured this far north.

Their destination now was the village of Skerrabra, as far to the north as the isle of Pretania would allow. It was there her grandfather’s kinfolk had made their homes for more than two thousand years.

For her part, Gwendolyn knew very little of the place—oddments in passing from Demelza, who’d never actually visited the village herself. She knew what she knew only from the things her mother had revealed as a girl freshly arrived in the city. Dark-eyed, dark-haired, Queen Eseld had arrived in Cornwall at a tender age, and at once shed whatever “savage” influence she was born to, embracing her position as queen consort. And, in doing so, she had ceased to speak of the place where she was born and the parents who’d so easily cast her away. And once this decision was made, she’d never once looked back, even as her own parents had washed their hands of the daughter they’d offered as a sacrifice for peace.

No one knew whence Baugh’s kinfolk had come before alighting in Skerrabra, only that his tribe was among the First Men who’d settled the isle. Although Málik and his ilk would have Gwendolyn believe that they—and she—were offspring of the Fomorians, a race of Ancients descended from Ham, the cursed, she didn’t know that for certain. He’d claimed her Prydein kin were Danann, only mated with the sons of Míl, but even the Awenydds or Gwyddons could not say for certain, despite that they oft sang of the Fomorians.

Gwendolyn remembered one song about Balor, the smitor, who’d murdered the first Tuatha’an king. Portrayed as a large, hideous ogre, with one enormous eye in the center of his forehead, it was said that when he was a boy, he’d peered into a cauldron brewing a Fae potion, and that the fumes caused him to grow a death-dealing eye, which he then intended to use to destroy the Tuatha Dé Danann. However, before he could wield that eye against any but King Núada, his own grandson, Lugh, son of Ethniu, daughter of Balor—and incidentally, mother to Esme—rose to smite him.

Yet another song claimed the Giant Gogmagog, who was slain by her father on the cliffs above the River Dart, was Fomorian, as well. He, too, was large and hideous, as they were all said to be. And yet, if Queen Eseld’s beauty was any proof of this ancient lineage—or Esme’s—they must also have been lovely folk, for her mother’s beauty was well renowned, simply different from southern-born women.

And perhaps that was the reason her mother had adored Ely so much—because Ely, in Queen Eseld’s estimation, was beauty incarnate. Whilst Gwendolyn shared her golden countenance, Ely’s delicate coloring was far removed from the race of giants of her mother’s relation, and by virtue of this, Gwendolyn’s, as well. Ely’s hair was soft and straight, whilst Gwendolyn’s was coarse and wild. Ely’s nose was petite, upturned, whilst Gwendolyn’s was wide and large. Ely’s hips were broad enough to bear healthy babes, but they were narrower than Gwendolyn’s. And whilst Ely’s skin always appeared to glow with a creamy perfection, Gwendolyn’s was wont to darken beneath the sun, and her nose and cheeks were oft sprayed with freckles. And, finally, although Gwendolyn was taller and sturdier than Ely, Ely was blessed with a woman’s breasts, and Gwendolyn could scarcely fill her own hands. Indeed, Gwendolyn had always felt herself a much paler version of her mother, but to Gwendolyn, Queen Eseld’s beauty was unparalleled.

Despite Gwendolyn’s golden countenance, would Baugh recognize his blood? Or would he see the changeling, as her mother once had?

Not for the first time, her belly twitched with nerves. She was growing eager, no doubt, but she was apprehensive as well.

Would Baugh send her packing? Deny her birthright?

The sword in her scabbard gave some reassurance, but would it be proof enough for Baugh? Emrys claimed it would not.

At this very moment, the sword lay still and unremarkable, wrapped mindfully within a bundle of tattered cloth. She still had yet to test it in this mortal realm, and she was fearful to try. After all, Kingslayer did not glow blue beyond the Druid village, nor did her mithril hold any magic beyond its beauty. What if she came all this way, and then, after all, the sword defied her?

At some point, she must take it aside and test it, before drawing it in Baugh’s presence—and she would, of course, because she must be sure, but she was hardly immune to fear. If Baugh did not support her, she might as well go lay down her arms and prepare to die, because even with Baugh by her side, she was not guaranteed a victory—not when Locrinus had already amassed such a powerful army.

He now had all four tribes of Westwalas, and he’d taken Durotriges per force. The Catuvellauni were diminished beyond saving. And so, it appeared, the Brigantes may have joined him as well. As for the remaining tribes? They were fiercely independent, and even during the best of times, reluctant to ally with Cornwall. It was only her mother’s efforts with the dawnsio that had ever given them any sense of coalition.

Tempted now to reach down and touch the sword where its bindings left it bare, she only hesitated for Aisling’s sake. She would not brand this poor beast only to try a sword…

“A copper for your thoughts,” Bryn said, jarring Gwendolyn from her musings. At once, her lips twisted ruefully, remembering another such offer, from Málik, although he had been offering silver. She lifted her brow. “Has my worth fallen so much?”

“Wha—”

“Never mind,” she snapped, realizing Bryn could not possibly understand the inquiry, nor did she wish to explain. However, she wasn’t about to let the turncoat off so easily. Except by night, when he crept so silently onto his pallet beside her, he spent most of his time with Málik, and as ever, his eyes held secrets he seemed neither willing nor capable of revealing.

“Were you ever going to tell me about Esme?”
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Silence met her question.

“Bryn?”

“Yes… I… heard you,” he said, raking a hand over his bearded face. “And yes. I would have… given the chance.”

His usually clear blue eyes were now clouded with confusion and fear. But good. He should fear her—someone should.

“I meant to on the day you disappeared.”

“I did not disappear,” Gwendolyn was quick to argue.

His face fell. “Yes. I know this now. But as you were already gone, my chance to speak to you also fled, and it wasn’t till the following day that Esme confessed your whereabouts to me.”

She narrowed her eyes at him. “So, you knew?”

Bryn faltered under her gaze, his cheeks flushing a deep red. “Not until she told me.”

Gwendolyn sighed then, annoyed again—at Esme and Málik most of all. “Did you realize she planned to join me?”

A hint of surprise flickered across his handsome face. “Esme?”

“That is who we are speaking of, isn’t it?”

It galled Gwendolyn so much that the very day Esme had bargained with Gwendolyn to go with her and leave Málik and Bryn, she’d left Gwendolyn’s bower to go straight to Bryn’s.

“Nay, I did not.”

“But, of course, you know she did not, nor do I now believe she ever intended to. She is a liar⁠—”

“Gwendolyn…”

“Will you defend her?”

Vexed, Gwendolyn waved him away, not wishing to hear him do so, and unable to speak again for the knot obstructing her throat. However, Bryn shifted uncomfortably in the saddle, his expression a mixture of regret and frustration, and Gwendolyn took pity on him.

“I… am… sorry,” he said, and, of course, what more should he say? Although he was not, in truth, to blame for Esme’s lies.

Gwendolyn sighed. “I do not know how any Fae can ever claim not to lie. She and Málik are spectacular liars!”

The anger in her tone was unmistakable, and though Bryn opened his mouth to defend them, he closed it again—good thing.

“I’ve told you, as I’ve told Málik. A lie of omission is still a lie—it is a bold-faced lie!”

Sensing her fury, Bryn sidled closer, then reached out to place a hand upon her forearm, a gesture that bespoke volumes, his familiarity not entirely unwelcome. For a moment, Gwendolyn couldn’t speak for the knot in her throat. He said nothing, and he didn’t need to. She sensed his heart in his touch, and she drew in a breath, releasing it slowly. At long last, finding her voice, she spoke plainly, lest he forget she was no longer merely his friend. She was his queen, and that was not something either of them should endeavor to forget. “I’ll not tolerate deceit of any kind—not from you, nor from either of them,” she said.

“I would no⁠—”

“But you have,” Gwendolyn interjected, on some level realizing that she was taking out her frustrations on Bryn.

“I was trying to protect you,” he mumbled.

“Protect me?” she said. “How do you not see the irony in that? You were trying to protect me by deceiving me?”

She softened her voice. “Unintentionally though it may have been, you said you would not mislead me again after Porth Pool, and here we are again—not the least of which, you are cavorting with Esme in a manner to complicate everything. It is not only your life at stake, Bryn.” She looked away, staring out over the wooded land stretching endlessly before them.

“I understand,” he said earnestly.

“Do you?” she challenged, her gaze returning to his.

She sounded resentful, and perhaps jealous, she realized, and did not mean to, so she made clear her feelings. “Bryn… I wish you happiness. I do. If Esme is the one for you… you will have my blessing, but please… do not lie to me ever again. And please…”

What? Do not leave me?

The very thought of begging him was piteous, and Gwendolyn would never do so, nor did she wish to, no matter how lonely it might leave her in the end. “Please… do not be diverted until our campaign is done, and then you may do as you please.”

“Gwendolyn…”

She lifted a hand. “Stop,” she said, but this was not meant to castigate him for his feelings or for speaking with such familiarity when they had been this way their entire lives. Still, he must understand the weight of her position. Nor, in truth, did she wish to hear him confirm the worst of her fears.

His next words gave her a measure of reassurance. “I understand,” he said. “I am sworn to you, Gwendolyn—I am your Shadow. Everything I have done, I do for you… everything, including…” His voice darkened, and Gwendolyn knew he was thinking about his father—and, in truth, he would have slain Talwyn for her sake, but she had known that, and that was why she’d stepped in to claim him for herself. She would prefer he blamed her—if he were so inclined—than to blame himself.

“I know,” said Gwendolyn. “I know.”

Hardly in the mood to lose Bryn as well, she was not above bribery. “At any rate,” she said. “Effective immediately, you are no longer my Shadow.”

“Gwendolyn!”

She cracked the tiniest hint of a smile. “It is not as though you have been doing your job… so long at Málik’s side, but don’t you worry, it is not what you fear.” She softened her voice entirely. “Indeed, I have been meaning to elevate you as mester at arms. This is the position you deserve—more than your father ever did.”

“Gwendolyn—”

Once more, Gwendolyn lifted a hand. “You needn’t say aught but yes and thank you.” She peered at him, smiling. “And, really, the only thing you must do from here forth is keep your oath to me, remain loyal, serve Cornwall.”

She gazed at him warmly. “And… if it happens, I lose my wits… then for the sake of Cornwall, you will have my permission to take my head.”

He twisted his lips. “What would I do with that?”

Gwendolyn shrugged, giving him a flourish of her hand. “Whatever you wish. Put it on a pike,” she said, and then, recalling Loc’s gruesome handling of her poor father’s head, she rescinded the remark. “Perhaps not that.”

“Dastard,” he whispered, frowning, and they shared a look, remembering the day of their arrival in Loegria—finding her father’s head with crows pecking at his eyes.

“Well, my father made his bed,” she said more soberly. “He should never have relinquished so much power to Brutus. But I know he did what he thought best—as must we. Cornwall is your priority, as it is mine, Bryn. I know you will do what is necessary for the good of it.” For a moment, he rode silently beside her, saying nothing, only listening, looking bemused. Gwendolyn was quite certain that he had never imagined himself as mester at arms. That was never the path from Shadow. Indeed, once a Shadow, always a Shadow, but she did not speak lightly—he deserved this position far more than did his traitorous father.

Lest he deny her, she endeavored to convince him. “More than anything, you deserve this, Bryn. You’ve been a loyal, dedicated servant. You, too, have lost so much, and I would see you have something in return.” He was more than capable of fulfilling this role. All jesting aside, bribery as well. This was the appointment she should have given him long, long ago—on the day she slew his father.

He finally replied, his tone solemn and respectful. “I promise you faithfully, I will do what is necessary for Cornwall, and for you. You are my queen and liege. I’ll not fail you.”

His tone was rife with emotion, and Gwendolyn nodded. She expected his loyalty and dedication, knew he would rise to the occasion, but for the last time, she would not tolerate duplicity. “However… my grace does not come without consequence. I will have your sworn oath you’ll not lie to me again—for any reason.”

He nodded somberly.

“I will hear you swear it,” she commanded.

“I swear it. I give you my word, Gwendolyn.”

She longed to make him also swear he’d never leave her, but that she would not do to him. Once the battle with Locrinus was over, if he wished to go with Esme, Gwendolyn would not expect him to betray his own heart.

As it must be with Málik, she would release him.

“There is much I’ve yet to tell you,” she said. “But I don’t know where to begin…”

His boyish grin returned, his blue eyes twinkling as he gave her that all-too familiar tilt of his head. “What would Demelza say?”

She laughed then. “Begin at the beginning,” she said, her lips twisting ruefully, and together they laughed, making Gwendolyn long to embrace him, and if they were not on horseback, she might have. “Very well then…” She took a deep breath, steeling herself to recount the events that transpired since they last spoke heart to heart. Nervously stroking Aisling’s mane, she stole another glance at her childhood friend. His shining, black hair fell into his eyes, and he pushed it away with the back of his hand. So like that young boy she’d always admired. “Alas, though, I never once imagined myself caught in such a tangled web,” she allowed, her voice barely above a whisper.

He turned to her, his gaze searching. “We all bear burdens, Gwendolyn. It is how we carry them that defines us.”

“Another bit of wisdom from Demelza?”

He shrugged. “Did she never stop talking?”

Gwendolyn laughed again, missing her mother’s meddlesome maid.

“Very well, then… so I begin at the beginning…”

First, she told Bryn the news of her marriage’s dissolution.

“That’s incredible!” he said.

Gwendolyn’s smile unfurled. “I am free,” she said. “His suit has been dismissed, so he can give away that gaol cell he was keeping for me—to his mistress, one can hope.”

He lifted both his brows. “I am told she abandoned her son to Innogen?”

That child again…

Esme’s question still hounded her. Though, in truth, Gwendolyn still didn’t know what Habren’s fate should be. She sighed. “I heard that as well. She is no mother to the boy. Innogen will raise him, and he’ll never know Estrildis’ name.”

“One can pray it will be so… and yet, I warrant, Innogen’s influence will not be benevolent. She raised Locrinus, after all, and what did he do? He murdered his father and mayhap his brother…”

It was Innogen who’d Murdered Urien, not Locrinus. Estrildis had confessed as much, but Gwendolyn still didn’t have any proof. “No doubt, she’ll poison him,” Gwendolyn said. “Poor boy.” But his brand of poison will not be the same as she’d dealt Brutus’ eldest son—the man Gwendolyn should have wed, though she was glad she had not.

“If I ever face that monster again, I wi⁠—”

Her gaze snapped to his, knowing exactly who he meant without hearing him using Loc’s name. “You will do nothing,” she demanded. “His life is mine to end!”

Bryn nodded, conceding, and appeased, Gwendolyn told him everything else—all about her adventures with the Púca, her chance meeting with the fat trolls, her Fae reflection in the pond, about her introduction to Arachne, and the gift of Arachne’s cloak. She confessed the fear she’d felt during her subsequent arrest and her imprisonment in the Fae court. And she told him in great detail about the court itself and the City of Light, with all its strange denizens. She described the sordid ball she’d attended and shared the keen sense of betrayal and envy she’d felt when Esme and Málik appeared upon the King’s dais—the bone-jarring fear she’d felt when Málik unsheathed his sword at the King’s command…

“He wouldn’t have done it,” Bryn said, with certitude. “I know him.”

“And I do not?” Gwendolyn lifted a brow, snapping her rein gently. Indeed, she knew him better than anyone, and she knew in her heart that Málik would have done exactly what he was compelled to do.

“He’d slice his own throat before harming you,” Bryn persisted.

“So you believe,” Gwendolyn allowed. But he did not see what she saw—the purposeful swing of his blade, the look in his eyes as he’d advanced upon her. Gwendolyn so desperately wished to believe Bryn spoke true, but her memories of that moment in Aengus’ Court were still too fresh in her mind. Málik had hesitated, true, but he’d raised that sword, preparing to strike. “I would like to believe it,” she whispered, but she didn’t, and Bryn leaned closer to her, his eyes boring into her.

“Well, I do. And I hold to this belief,” he said. “Málik would not harm a lock on your head.” Gwendolyn thought wryly that perhaps they had evidence to that, because she’d not soon forget the look on his face as Esme presented him the knife to snip her hair. Only looking back at that moment, Gwendolyn wondered if his hesitancy had more to do with the fact that he already knew he would face the inevitable truth. He loved her—she knew he did.

So why was he avoiding her? Was he guarding his own heart, or hers?

Together, she and Bryn rode in silence for a while before he spoke again, hitching his chin at her. “So tell me more about that cloak Arachne wove. Was she really a spider?”

“She was!” Gwendolyn nodded. And then, reaching up, touching the silken fabric that lay draped over her shoulders, she explained, “I believe it may be a cloak of anonymity, to veil my true self.”

“That could be useful.”

“Oh, believe me, it was,” Gwendolyn allowed with a rueful smile, recalling how she’d used it to hide from Aengus. “That fool gave me the means to end him, and did so in the last moment, when I thought my life forfeit.”

Bryn listened quietly as she told him about how she’d recognized Aengus, and then how, in the end, she had determined the way to slay him—her blood bond with Manannán. “I think he is… my… father,” she said.

And then, just as quickly, she denied it. “But I do not know this creature, and King Corineus will always be my true-blood sire.”

“How can it be that you have two fathers?”

Gwendolyn shook her head. “How can I know? All I know is that I am born of two worlds. Queen Eseld is—was—my mother, even as both Corineus and Manannán are my sires.” She had a moment’s deliberation about who might be her mother, but this was not something she remembered.

Bryn peered behind him at Emrys and Lir, both still chatting quietly with Amergin. He spoke low, so they could not hear. “You know… I always knew there was something.… odd about you,” he allowed. “But I believed it only because you strove to be so annoying.” He snickered, and Gwendolyn reached out to smack him on the arm.

“I confess I did, too… only now I wonder if the reason so many people viewed me so… differently… is that some saw my Fae spirit, others my humanity?”

“It could be.” Bryn nodded. “Makes sense. Although, for my part, I only ever saw a maddening little puck, who liked to poke me in the arse with her wood sword.”

Gwendolyn couldn’t help but laugh at his ignoble description. “Still, it confuses me,” she allowed, intent upon her thoughts. “Because why should so many who knew me so well—you and Ely included—not see me as Fae? And why, should those whose virtue was left wonting, see my Fae countenance?”

Bryn lifted his shoulders. “A warning, perhaps? Or mayhap the answer is much simpler than that, Gwendolyn. It was a test of their loyalty—an attestation that was meant for you more than for them?”

Gwendolyn considered that a moment. Certes, the sentiments of others had been too-easily revealed through their actions—if not at first, always in time. So, the gift might only appear to have been a cruel jest, and her golden mane only further corrected Gwendolyn when her own perceptions went awry—as with Locrinus. On the night of their wedding, when he’d clipped her hair, she saw him for exactly what he was—a monster, a fiend, greedy only for her name.

“And my mother?”

“It is hardly my place to say, and who knows what Queen Eseld saw in you, but I would say that a mother knows her own babe.”

In all Gwendolyn’s years, her mother had never actually mistreated her beyond trying to appease her curiosity. But she had been relentless in her search for the truth.

“What matters most is that she loved you,” said Bryn. “Fault her for her methods, but I never once saw her do ought to injure you.”

Gwendolyn’s brow furrowed. “What would you call subjecting me to endless probing, only to prove my humanity?”

Bryn turned to her, lifting a brow. “What would you do if you discovered a changeling in your child’s crib? What mother would not call a thousand physicians to heal a sick babe?”

“But I was not sick,” Gwendolyn argued. “I was⁠—”

“Fae,” he said, shrugging. “Perhaps she feared you?”

How sad for a mother to fear her child, Gwendolyn thought.

“Or perhaps not you, but your fate?”

“Perhaps,” Gwendolyn allowed. “Whatever the case, it will remain a mystery,” she said. “One I may never be fortunate to have answered. My mother is dead—or if not, her whereabouts may never be known to me.”

Left unsaid was the blame she heaped upon Esme, and she would spare him her anger, knowing how he felt about her.

They rode on in silence for a while, both lost in their own thoughts. But, over the course of the day, Gwendolyn told Bryn everything she could remember to reveal, including Esme’s revelation about Málik’s assignment from his king. She gave him the side-eye. “Knowing this, do you still believe he’d never harm me?”

“He has not yet, has he?”

Gwendolyn lifted a shoulder. “At the moment, I know only that he has lied to me… but, so did you,” she allowed, her tone darkening.

“To my regret. I’ll never do so again.”

Gwendolyn nodded. “Then I have something to ask of you, and I will have you answer me truthfully.”

“Ask me anything, Gwendolyn.”

Gwendolyn had hoped he would bring it up himself—whether Esme had told him the truth about her mother’s fate, although as yet, he’d not implied that he knew anything, and she was reluctant to bring it up only because of his own mother. “Did Esme tell you about my mother?”

He appeared confused.

“That she… lives?”

“She’s alive?!”

Gwendolyn shifted in her saddle, biting her lip. “Well, in truth, I do not know,” she said. “I was only hoping she had spoken of this to you, and… it was simply one more thing you meant to tell me?”

He shook his head. “Nay. I willingly admit I kept much from you, but that is not something I would dare.”

Good, she thought.

But, then again, not so good because it likely meant that Esme had lied to her… and her mother was dead. Gwendolyn tried to remember the way it was presented—Esme’s precise words. But, alas, she could not. The memory of that evening remained a blur, clouded by the chaos and confusion that soon followed. And now Gwendolyn wondered if Esme intentionally misled her, using the claim to gain her compliance.

What a tricksy, tricksy Fae!

Bryn sighed deeply, his eyes distant. “For what it’s worth, I hope it is true,” he said, sadly, and Gwendolyn knew he was thinking of Lady Ruan, who, to this day, was also missing after the butchery of the Feast of Blades.

Gwendolyn was staring at him, he noted, when he lifted his gaze, and he said, “I swear, Gwendolyn, if I knew anything of this, I’d have told you. Esme told me nothing. She is not particularly… free-spoken.”

Yegods. Esme? Gwendolyn would like to disagree. Esme spoke too freely! But she knew what Bryn meant. “And you do not know where she’s gone?”

“Me?” he asked, aghast. “Why would she tell me?”

“Because…” Once more, she lifted a brow, gazing at him meaningfully.

“No,” he blurted, his cheeks blooming. “She said nothing, and I know nothing,” he maintained.

“And this you swear on your mother’s name?”

“I do,” he said soberly, and Gwendolyn peered from one corner of her eyes.

“So then… you love her?”

“I do,” he said, without even asking who she meant, and Gwendolyn saw the truth on his handsome face—and more, his growing concern that Esme might never return.

“Alas,” she said. “It is no simple task to love a Fae.”

And Gwendolyn should know.
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As the rest of the party sat conversing over the fire, Gwendolyn slipped away, needing a moment’s respite.

Having left both her swords in Bryn’s keeping, she rehearsed in her mind what she meant to say to Málik when she saw him.

They’d been traveling for a month now, had ridden past the Moorfoot hills and Blackhope Scar, now quickly approaching Skerrabra, and still he kept himself apart.

However, after speaking at length with Bryn, Lir, and Amergin, she understood something of his reason: He had not yet approved Emrys’ request for immigration to the City of Light, and Lir was certain it was because he was loath to separate the two brothers. According to Amergin, the portals had grown most erratic. If Málik should approve Emrys’ citizenship, he may not be able to come and go, even as Amergin once had. In fact, Amergin had been forced to accept that his most recent departure from the Fae Court could be his last, and still, he had accepted the assignment. Once returned to the mortal realm, as it was with Emrys, his life force would, again, wane, even as sand through an unstopped glass. Knowing this made Gwendolyn appreciate them both all the more, and she spent these last days as their tutee, learning everything she could from both elder Druids. And there was much to be known—so much that she had never even guessed at to ask.

Beginning with the fire in their alcove, Porth Pool and the map in her father’s war room, Gwendolyn now knew for certain these were all remnants of another age. However, she also learned that they had burned for her—not for her father, as once supposed. The Sword of Light was another matter because it was conveyed by right to the mortal kings, but the rest of the Fae relics could only work properly if there was a Fae soul to charge them. Since her birth, this was Gwendolyn, and before her, there were countless emissaries lent to the city—mostly freeborn daughters of the Fèinne, who’d pledged themselves to be Keepers of the Flame, and consulates to the mortal kings. Unlike mortals whose lives were paused or lengthened during their time in the Fae realms, or within the Betwixt, such as it was with the Druid village at Lifer Pol, they, too, were immortals, and passed their torches when their service was done. In return for their consul, the Fae Court had received payments of gold and gems from Cornwall’s mines, and these were transported Below through, until most recently, her uncle’s fogous—the penultimate portal before it, too, closed. This was also why Cunedda’s stores were empty, and why, between her father’s payments to Brutus, and those he’d made to the Fae, their treasury was wholly barren except for the Sword of Light. The last of the dignitaries departed Trevena—or rather, died—after Gwendolyn was “born” to Queen Eseld.

That dignitary was Málik’s mother…

Who’d hung herself.

To save Gwendolyn.

After her, none of the Fèinne ever again dared to accept the post for fear of revealing Gwendolyn’s location.

As for Málik’s father… he, too, forfeited much for his love of men. For his sympathies, they’d ousted him soon after the Fae’s exile, and to this day, no one knew where he had gone, or whether he still lived. However, the last Málik knew was that he had gone to seek his lover where she was last known to be, and after departing Trevena, no one ever saw him again.

Amergin explained to Gwendolyn that they’d hidden her Fae soul in the one place they’d believed Málik himself would never come to search. As Aengus’ ward, his mind was once poisoned against mortals, and he’d blamed the deaths of both his parents, not on Aengus, but on their affections for humankind. So it was that they had deemed it the greatest of ironies that they should place the soul of his beloved into the body of a mortal babe—to temper his hatred for men, or perhaps to teach him humility, compassion and grace.

This was, so Amergin said, his mother’s decision to do so—to give Málik time to learn these lessons, and to prepare him, not simply for an eventual reunion with Gwendolyn, but for his ascension to the Fae throne.

Unfortunately, the first time he’d suspected they’d hidden her in the mortal world, he’d found himself in Troy, with a woman by the name of Helen. And, of course, Helen was not Gwendolyn, and once she’d determined who Málik was, she’d used him and his Fae magic to pit kingdom against kingdom, leaving Málik even more embittered. That woman, Helen, so Gwendolyn learned, was Málik’s erstwhile lover and Innogen’s great grandmother. So now there was reason to believe that Innogen herself was part Fae, and that her grandson, Habren, was a distant relation to Málik.

Indeed, what a tangled web, as Arachne once said.

So then, what now should Gwendolyn do with the boy, if in truth he was blood kin to Málik? It was a dilemma, to be sure.

No wonder Esme kept asking.

But this was yet another secret withheld, and the depth of Málik’s deceptions was, to Gwendolyn’s mind, unforgiveable. But though he was not innocent, neither was she. Only because Gwendolyn did not know the full scope of her own Fae tale did not mean she was inculpable. And the simple truth that she had agreed to their separation gave Gwendolyn some clue that she was not always in accord with Málik’s heart, despite their close relationship.

Had she agreed to be hidden, at his mother’s behest, hoping to soften his heart? Esme might know, but Esme was conveniently still unaccounted for, and Gwendolyn was finding it difficult to forgive her for it.

As for the reason Locrinus did not realize the map’s magical properties, Amergin’s explanation gave her clarity. It did not work whilst the city was no longer in Gwendolyn’s keeping. Nor did the light in the Dragon’s Lair. Gwendolyn did not need to be physically present, but the city must remain under her sovereignty, and so long as she herself remained in the heart of her people, the flame in the alcove would continue to burn. It was tied, inexorably, to her, until she herself passed this torch. The Spirit of the World was a powerful magic, and it had the power to sustain, or to destroy, and though Gwendolyn still did not know everything she needed to know, she was coming slowly to understand her role in Pretania’s story.

Her boots made quick work of the forest as she approached the outskirts of their camp. Beneath her feet, leaves, twigs, and branches crunched as she walked. The fading light filtering in through the boughs, casting dappled shadows on the ground.

This evening, the air was crisp and cool—far more so than Gwendolyn had planned for. Even here, the faint scent of smoke from their campfires lingered in the air, mixing with the forest’s scents. Reaching the stream at last, she knelt and peered into the water, staring for a long moment at her familiar visage.

The face looking back was her own—the one she’d known her entire life, not the sharp-toothed, pointy-eared Fae countenance she was so startled to glimpse in the underland pool. The sharpness of her Fae features was gone, replaced now by the soft curves and lines of a perfectly adequate human face, with high, defined cheekbones and almond-shaped eyes. Gwendolyn’s expression was one of displeasure, her brows furrowing and her lips slightly down-turned, because she couldn’t help but feel a twinge of indignation for the part of her identity that was stolen away. She did not like it that her past life was so much less than a dream—a wisp of nothing to her memory. No doubt, during her time in the Fae realm, a veil had been plucked from her eyes—little thanks to Málik—but there was still too much she did not know, and it vexed her.

What did she most wish to be?

Queen of Pretania?

Consort to the Fae king?

She couldn’t be both.

Perhaps Málik was only doing what Gwendolyn hadn’t the guts to do—prepare them both for an eventual parting?

It was no wonder he kept himself apart, and no wonder he’d forsworn her bed—such as it was, on this cold, damp ground.

And the more Gwendolyn thought about it, the greater her sense that they were nearing an end—not merely the end of their relationship, but the end of everything. With her recently gained knowledge, Amergin’s words now made more sense, and she sensed in her heart that win or lose this battle against Locrinus… everything would change.

Of course, if she lost, it would mean she was dead because Gwendolyn would never stop fighting until one of them lay mulching daises—Locrinus, preferably.

And if she should win… she could not leave an heir for Pretania if she remained unwed and she could not wed an absent Fae king.

As well as she understood she would not shirk her own duties, she knew Málik wouldn’t either. He might not have coveted his Fae throne, but he’d accepted his duty, and Gwendolyn knew he would not abdicate.

Nor would she.

She sighed, considering Caradoc…

His last words before her departure from Trevena had been a thinly veiled marriage proposal—because, of course, what else should a woman wish to be, but a wife? And yet, forsooth, maybe wedding Caradoc was the right thing to do for this kingdom… and regardless… Gwendolyn could not bring herself to imagine anyone else in her bed… Not after sharing it with Málik.

She longed to tousle his silver hair betwixt her fingers, gaze into his beautiful blue eyes that twinkled so fiercely with mischief.

She loved the way his teeth glinted under the moonlight—all these images haunted her every waking moment, and even now, with him so close and yet so far, her heart ached with yearning for him.

“Málik,” she whispered longingly, and then, as though she had conjured him, she startled at the sound of his voice.

“Gwendolyn,” he whispered.

Gwendolyn gasped aloud, suddenly unable to face him. She stared down at his reflection in the water, her heart beating so loudly she feared he might hear.
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She daren’t rise, fearing her legs might not hold her.

“If I did not know better, I’d swear you were avoiding me,” he said lightly, and his hair caught the breeze, shimmering along the water’s edge like a current of molten silver. His pale-blue eyes held the barest hint of amusement as he gazed down upon her, his presence utterly intoxicating. He was a god woven from night itself, his pale-blue eyes burning with the same flame of hunger as her own.

Gwendolyn’s heart beat like thunder in her ears, and her face flushed with heat as she attempted to steady herself to rise. His proximity made this impossible.

“Me?” she said to his face in the water. “I could say the same of you.” She tried to keep her tone light despite the violent rabble of butterflies that took flight in her belly. “It is not me who’s kept myself apart,” she added, even now, torn between feelings of betrayal and this undeniable connection they shared. But, for once, Gwendolyn didn’t wish to argue. Time was growing short, and she was grateful for his presence, no matter what their discord.

Even if it took him nearly a month to seek her out—sending messages through Bryn and Emrys instead of facing her himself. How easy it was to hide amidst two thousand Fae soldiers, even unintentionally.

Málik chuckled softly, and the sound sent a quiver down Gwendolyn’s spine.

“Then it seems we are both guilty.”

“One guiltier than the other.”

“That would be me,” he confessed. “Behaving like a foolish little boy.”

Gwendolyn’s lips turned slightly at one corner. “Not so little,” she allowed, and he laughed. His playful banter was a welcome distraction, but she could still not move. She sat, peered into the water, gaping at the ripples in their faces.

Really, she understood it wasn’t fair to hold him accountable for an act he was compelled to commit.

And no matter, she couldn’t keep herself from asking. “Would you have done it?”

His tone was as sober as she’d ever heard it. “Taken your head?”

Gwendolyn nodded.

“Yes,” he said truthfully. “I had no choice.”

“I see,” Gwendolyn said, and though she understood, she still felt peeved by his admission—but he’d spoken the truth, and after complaining so much about that, she did not wish to have him lie to her.

He fell silent, still watching her, and Gwendolyn glimpsed herself in the pond, watching the play of emotions on her face—sadness, anger… regret… love…

The time for prideful retorts was over. Gwendolyn was long past her childhood tempers, and whatever happened from here forth, she would not enter the unknown without speaking what was in her heart.

Nor would she have Málik soften the truth.

Rising at last, Gwendolyn turned to face him, only to discover his own expression had softened, his gaze searching hers.

“I love you, Gwendolyn,” he said plainly. “And yes, I would have taken your head. But know this… it would have destroyed me to do so. You must believe me when I tell you that those actions were not a reflection of my love for you.”

Gwendolyn’s lips trembled, conflicted. She longed to take refuge in her anger, but his sincerity disarmed her. But this was what she wanted, right?

Honesty?

Declarations of love?

Why couldn’t she say it back?

Had she ever?

No.

She had not.

Say it, she begged herself.

Say it!

And still she could not.

Gods.

Where now this damnable courage?

Her eyes locked with his, held him captive. “And yet… you once swore fealty to me, did you not?”

“I did,” he whispered.

“Did your word mean so little? Would you truly have ended my life if that meant betraying a vow to me?”

She longed to beg him to say no, but she knew he would not. But his expression softened, a hint of regret flashing through his winterbourne eyes as he took a step closer. “I swear on all that is sacred to my Faekind, I’d not willingly harm you. But…”

“I know,” she said brokenly.

“Gwendolyn,” he begged, and her heart ached at the truth evident in the single word. Too many conflicting emotions warred within her, and Gwendolyn longed to trust in their bond despite circumstances designed to tear them apart. After everything, Aengus would, indeed, have his way.

Wouldn’t he?

Wasn’t that what he’d wanted?

For them to be parted?

Not all her memories of Aengus Óg were entirely unpleasant. Once upon a time, he’d been a beloved prince, content to be heir of nothing—until his envy had festered like Rot. Gwendolyn turned away, concealing a new prick of tears, and she knelt again, feigning at scooping up a palmful of water to splash upon her burning cheeks, and said softly, “How can we fight the Fates when they seek to part us? I know that… you know… I know… everything.”

“Amergin’s tongue is too loose,” he said.

“Do you prefer I remain in the dark?” she asked. “Would you leave me ignorant despite the task I face?”

“No,” he whispered. “I’d have you know… everything—all that I could not say on my own. Why do you think I brought Amergin?”

Gwendolyn’s brows collided with the cowardice of this admission. “Because you did not wish to tell me? Or because you could not?”

Silence was his immediate response, but he did not hold his tongue for long. “Both. There were things I was compelled not to say… others I did not wish you to know… because I feared you would leave me… again.”

Gwendolyn’s heart quickened as he knelt behind her, his arm encompassing her waist, dragging her back against his chest. She did not resist. In that moment, he held her with such a terrible tenderness that it made her breath catch in the back of her throat. “We’ll find the way… together,” he said, and she swallowed convulsively, leaning into his embrace, feeling the sincerity in his words.

For a moment, the world around them seemed to fade away, leaving only the two of them by this tranquil little stream under a lowering night where she dared find solace in his embrace.

Forsooth.

Understanding bloomed in her heart, pushing aside the hurt and resentment. She knew the challenges ahead would be daunting, but having Málik by her side would give her courage. She was, despite her lofty aims, less without him. Words were unnecessary as their hearts beat in sync.

Love… wasn’t it said this could conquer all?

The most powerful magic of all?

With her head resting against Málik’s chest, Gwendolyn closed her eyes, allowing herself to believe that maybe, just maybe, they could overcome.

“I would ask you once more to come away with me, leave all this behind,” he said, his voice a raspy whisper against her ear, his hot breath like flames kissing her flesh. “But I know your answer.”

“Could you, in truth, abandon duty?” she asked. “Could you live with yourself?”

His voice was heavy with defeat. “Nay.”

Gwendolyn closed her eyes, leaning harder into his embrace, the weight of their impossible situation heavy in her heart. And no matter, in that moment, with his arms around her, she allowed herself to believe in the power of love.

His male scent enveloped her senses, stirring something deeply carnal within her, her breasts responding to his nearness, throbbing, pleading.…

His nostrils flared—Gwendolyn didn’t see this, but she heard his sharp intake of breath, and despite the heaviness of the mood, after scenting her response, he chuckled darkly, the sound sending a delicious shiver down Gwendolyn’s spine. They might lose each other in the end, but come what may, she needed this tonight, and so she turned to face him… blinking at his mouth, remembering the heat of those lips… the taste of him.

The promise of a storm swirled in his eyes. Laughter like thunder rumbled in his chest, and the sound of his throaty pleasure gave Gwendolyn a wicked thrill. She was powerless to resist his temptation. Their gazes locked and held—a silent understanding passing between them—and without a word, Málik cupped her cheeks with his two hands, his touch sending a jolt of desire through her. His lips brushed gently against her mouth with a feather-light touch, his kiss holding a promise… and Gwendolyn felt the weight of this unspoken vow in the press of his lips, in the way he clasped her so possessively… as though she were the most precious treasure in all the realms.

Gods.

The world teetered at the edge of chaos. Their love was a luxury she could not afford. But it was a hunger she could not resist. She took a deep breath, steeling herself for what lay ahead.… and despite that, she remained rooted to the spot, tilting her face to him, lifting her chin, inviting him without words…

Kiss me, she begged silently.

Málik obeyed, their hot breaths mingling in the cool night air. His hips rolled into her, pressing urgently, a bold declaration of desire that was impossible to misconstrue. Gwendolyn felt the same white-hot yearning mirrored within her own body.

Again and again, as though drawn by an invisible force, their lips met with greedy but tender kisses that spoke of emotions denied too long.

Unbidden, her fingers wandered between them, down his tunic… His sculpted abdomen rippled beneath her touch, under his leathers, and he caught her hand, dragging it away, and once again lifted his pelvis against her belly as his free hand slid to her rear, lifting her up against him—an unspoken demand for the intimacy they both craved. Gwendolyn wasn’t merely aware of his desire. She was drenched by it, every pore of her flesh singing with yearning.

Once again, he claimed her mouth, and her heart swelled with a fierce and unrelenting determination to fight for this love, no matter what trials awaited. Heat coiled between her thighs as their kiss deepened, her fingers curling into his hair—soft as silk—taking care to avoid the bastard blade at his back, holding him tight as though to anchor this moment in time.

The taste of him was oh, so bittersweet…

In the circle of his arms, she allowed herself to be consumed. The war they faced now seemed ever distant and inconsequential compared to the fierce beating of her heart. Every touch, every caress, carried the weight of a thousand unspoken words, her womb aching to be filled. Could she be happy only to love his child?

If, in truth, they would be parted… could she cajole his seed into her womb, then grow and nurture his babe?

“I—”

“Say nothing,” he demanded, and a low, fierce growl slipped through his clenched teeth as he, once more, undulated against her, his steel-hard desire a demand against the softness of her body.

If only…

If only…

Heat rolled from him in waves, making every inch of Gwendolyn’s body burn and beg for his touch—never had she felt so alive! And now that she understood what passed between mates, she knew… and her body demanded to be assuaged. The scent of his musk cocooned them as their bodies writhed together, grasping and groping, still upon their knees, creating an intoxicating aroma that permeated the air. Gwendolyn inhaled it greedily, as Málik's teeth, sharp as blades, teased her already bruising lips, drawing the tiniest bead of blood… and then… as though it were manna itself, he dared to lap it, groaning deep in the back of his throat.

Gwendolyn reveled in the salt of her own blood. It coated her tongue, the flavor provoking a shiver—a mix of desire and fear.

But nay, not fear. She did not fear him… or this.

The metallic scent filled her nostrils, mingling with the musk of desire, and Gwendolyn felt a new awareness of the life force flowing through their bodies, binding them together. Now, she understood what he’d meant about Aengus scenting their bond… knew, because she scented it, too, and the smell was heady.

Once more, he lifted himself against her, and Gwendolyn was not shy about returning this gesture. She did not mistake what this meant—knew exactly what he craved. It sent a jolt of white-hot need coursing through her veins, and she reveled in the firmness of his desire. More than anything, she longed to turn the tender flesh of her neck to him, plead for more… feel him drink of her, to beg for the elixir she knew he could provide. There was so much they still needed to speak about, but right now, she didn’t wish to think at all. Words could only betray her.

His hands on her body were insistent, tracing little paths of fire along her arms, her waist, her back, leaving her breathless and aching for more.

Yielding to him fully, Gwendolyn did not resist when he lowered his fingers to the apex between her thighs, rubbing with two fingers over her leathers, allowing him to stoke the fire within her. And meanwhile, his fangs grazed the flesh of her neck, sending another shiver down her spine as she whispered, “Take what you will…”

With a halting breath, she then stretched her head to one side, longing to lie beneath him. It was an act of trust and vulnerability… but it was not “I love you.”

Eyes blazing with hunger, he relented, capturing her neck with his mouth, his teeth piercing her skin, and Gwendolyn gasped aloud at the heady sensation. Like the fangs of a viper, he infused his life force into her, but this time he also suckled from her, forging their bond deeper than any oath could demand, their very souls intertwining in an ancient act of love and sacrifice.

This was not the same as before, but it was not the first time he took as he gave. And in that moment, Gwendolyn remembered another time… the warmth of the sun on her face as they lay together amidst a field of sunflowers. In this moment of exquisite vulnerability, she felt a raw surge of power flowing into her veins, their connection pulsing with a radiance that seemed to defy even the looming darkness. He drank insatiably but reverently, feeling the pull of his fangs inside her veins, the slight pressure promising more pleasure than pain. Her heartbeat quickened, a mix of apprehension and desire swirling through her, understanding the forbidden nature of what she desired—to drink from him in return. She longed to taste him—to shove him down on the grass and take what she would. Climb atop him. Ride hard. Right now, she wanted that fanged mouth she’d spied in the underland pool, wanting so desperately to mirror his every action. She nipped him—gently, hungrily, and his answering moan was tormented. His silver hair brushed her bare skin, his incisors sending jolt after jolt twisting through her veins, making her gasp again and again as he greedily gave of his essence, a bond that pulsed with every heartbeat. This act of carnal exchange was not merely intimate, it was a surrender, a baring of souls. Uncaring of any chance they might be discovered, their dance of desire continued brazenly beneath the moon's watchful gaze, every touch igniting a fire that threatened to consume them both.

“I want⁠—”

“I know what you want,” he growled.

And then suddenly, as quickly as their lips had met, Málik withdrew, his breath ragged as he gazed into her eyes, his voice tinged with regret. “If, in truth, you wish to keep your crown, you cannot have what you want.”

Gwendolyn’s brows collided, but she nodded, her hand lifting to her breast to still the pounding of her heart. Intuitively, she understood what he was saying. To be fulfilled in that way, she must give up all she wanted in this life—her duty, her mortality, her crown, her people, her city, her vengeance… and, well… she could not do that… not when she was so close.

With a heavy heart, she disentangled herself from Málik’s arms, unsated, disappointed, heartbroken… only to be startled by a rustle of leaves.

At once, the fog in her head dissipated, and she reached for the sword that usually lived at her back, finding it gone. Her hand moved at once to the blade in her boot, her gaze scanning their surroundings.

Scrambling to his feet, Málik’s silver eyes assessed the situation as six men emerged from the trees, each one bigger than the last. Their gazes intent upon Gwendolyn, they advanced, drawing blades. Málik stepped in front of her, a snarl erupting from his throat, and the sight of him, with bloodied lips, was unmistakably Fae. He grinned then, revealing a jagged mouth of porbeagle teeth, and said, “Come closer at your peril.”

All six halted at once, but did not re-sheath their blades, and the tallest of the group sneered. “What business brings you to Baugh’s lands?”
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“Baugh?”

It took Gwendolyn a moment to clear her head—not solely for the muddle of unspent passions, but also because of the sudden desire for bloodlust she’d experienced over the belligerence of these barbarians. If only to appease her frustration for this evening’s disappointment, she longed to slice their throats. And nevertheless, she bent to re-sheath Borlewen’s blade, raising a hand, peering over at Málik to temper his ire.

His eyes, too, were still glazed, and Gwendolyn had never quite noted that shade of feral blue. He said nothing, and did not re-sheath his sword, but she stepped in front of him, leaving him at her back.

“I am Gwen⁠—”

“We know who you are, Daughter of Corineus. We simply did not expect you would survive your husband.”

They did not address her as queen, nor her father as King, but it was that word she took the greatest offense to. And yet, Gwendolyn tempered her ire, knowing that she had not come so far only to engage in a war of words… or worse.

“He is not my husband.”

The Caledonian shrugged. “Simply because you have made him a cuckold does not mean he is not your husband. In case you forget, our emissaries were there to witness the Promise Ceremony where you exchanged your vows, and then your wedding to follow…”

Gwendolyn did not cow. “A man must have claimed something at least once to call it his own, and Locrinus never did. I am a free woman!”

“Says who?” the man persisted, his tone bleeding with sarcasm. He tipped his head toward Málik, and Gwendolyn’s cheeks burned—not with chagrin, but with fury.

“Says the Llanrhos order,” she said, and felt, more than saw, that Málik’s gaze snapped to her—apparently, Bryn never told him.

“How convenient for you. But neither did we expect you would be so bold—or brave—as to venture so far north…” An air of disapproval surrounded his next words. “Much less to find you rutting in our woods.”

Gwendolyn’s cheeks burned hotter, though she refused to make any apologies for what she did with her own body. Nor would she apologize for loving who she chose. “Why? Because I am a woman?” More than anything, Gwendolyn wished she were holding the Sword of Light so she could wipe that arrogant smirk from his lips.

His grin turned into a frown, and he scrunched his prominent chin, shaking his head. “Nay,” he said, and laughed. “Because you are Cornish.” He spat the word with open disdain, and then he spat on the ground. “Our women are better warriors than any man you keep in your army—the Fae included.”

Gwendolyn said nothing, uncertain just how many of her company he’d spied, because Málik’s warriors seemed quite adept at concealing their numbers.

Behind her, Málik snarled, a feral sound akin to that of a wolf’s, and Gwendolyn slid a hand back to hush him. “Well,” she said, daring to return the man’s wintry smile. “I would see this for myself, and if, already, you know who I am, you must also know I’ve come seeking my grandfather.”

The leader grinned. “Your grandfather?”

“Yes,” she said. “That is what I said. And if you do not show me respect⁠—”

His hands moved to his hips. “You will run, tell Baugh?”

“Nay,” said Gwendolyn, her own hand once more sliding down the length of her thigh, toward her boot, where she had sheathed Borlewen’s blade. “Then I will endeavor to teach you better manners.”

He gestured to her boot with the blade in his hand. “With that wee dirk?”

Gods. He reminded her of Caradoc, with his indefatigable good-humor—no doubt, at her expense. Behind her, Málik made a strange sound—a high-pitched whistle—although none of the six appeared to acknowledge it. Neither did she.

“I warrant I could draw this wee dirk quicker than you can cross this glade, and you’ll find it buried in the apple of your throat before you can even think to swing your sword. Bigger is not better,” she explained. “Or did your woman never explain this to you?”

His eyes widened with surprise, and Gwendolyn insulted him again. “Oh, beg pardon—do you have no woman?”

The burly man barked with laughter, and Gwendolyn’s brows knit as she took in his arrogant stance. Black-haired, black eyed, he was certainly kin to her mother, but this was where the similarities ended. Whilst her mother had been lovely, this man was not so much. The skin of his face was weathered and wrinkled, but not with age. He was young, perhaps, without a trace of grey in his thick head of hair, and his beard was filthy and long, braided at intervals in the Druid fashion. His boots were ragged, rising beyond his knees, nearly to his thighs, tied with leather straps. His tunic was overlong, and his hairy thighs, inked with woad, were bare in defiance of the weather—which Gwendolyn was feeling acutely, no longer so hot and bothered by Málik’s kisses.

Within another moment, she understood what Málik had done—he’d called several Fae to the glade, and one by one they appeared, surrounding them, leaving no escape for the six men who’d dared to ambush them. No one appeared cowed.

The leader crossed his arms and said, “If you wish to see ‘your grandfather,’ you cannot bring them.” He pointed with his sword at the Fae warriors newly arrived. “You, alone… and that one,” he said, pointing to Málik. He laughed then. “By Lugh’s good-eye, judging by his demeanor, he’d never let you go without him!”

Gwendolyn’s cheeks burned a little hotter, but she gave no hint of her chagrin. “Not only him,” she bargained.

“Nay! The rest cannot come,” the Caledonian maintained. “Unless they fly. We’ll cross by boat.”

Boat?

“Four more,” Gwendolyn haggled. “Three Druids, and my Shad—er, mester. I’d have all these accompany me, and if you’ll agree to that, we’ll come peaceably.”

He thought about it a moment, peering at his men. They all nodded, and he nodded, and then he turned and said, “Very well. Fetch your lickspittles.”
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Leaving the Caledonians to wait with Málik, Gwendolyn returned to camp long enough to gather her chosen entourage. Scooping up both her blades, she shrugged into her shoulder harness, shoved Kingslayer within. And then cursing herself because there was no time to don her mother’s gown, she hurriedly took that, and laid it out, then wrapped the Sword of Light within its heavy folds. She had known they were nearing the vicinity of Skerrabra—simply hadn’t realized how close.

“Bryn,” she commanded. “Fetch Emrys and Amergin.” She decided against bringing Lir. It would be better for him to remain with Málik’s army. “Hurry,” she said.

Her head had been so full of Málik and his kisses that she’d not been paying attention. To her utmost relief, and sensing her mood, Bryn did not ask why. He left at once to locate the Druids. And meanwhile, Gwendolyn found and gave instructions to Lir, knowing Málik would leave his own men with direction as well. Finally, when the Druids returned, she handed the Sword of Light to Emrys, thrusting it into his hands without a word of explanation, not trusting herself to keep it from flames, but not quite trusting Amergin with it either. Although he had given her no reason not to trust him, Gwendolyn was too close to take chances. If he now revealed himself as a traitor and took the sword, she’d have no recourse but to skewer him through, and she liked him.

Upon her return to the glade, she found Málik alone, with none of his warriors to guard his back. It was also clear to Gwendolyn that words had been exchanged, because neither Málik, nor the leader of the Caledonians, stood smiling. They were, in truth, glaring at one another, and Gwendolyn made a mental note to ask Málik later what was said.

With no explanation, they were escorted to a nearby beach, and in keeping to his word, they did, indeed, cross by boat, to yet another isle, not more than three leagues to the north. Having departed from a small camp, leaving perhaps fifty or more Caledonian warriors, they traveled a good two bells before reaching the island. And then, from there, the leader, who’d yet to introduce himself, rudely ushered them all out of the skiff, and up the beach, across a short field. All the while, Gwendolyn, Bryn and Málik shared wary glances, but neither Emrys nor Amergin seemed the least bit troubled. Both were laughing and jesting along the way, even with the Caledonian leader, whose words were few. Finally, they reached what appeared to be a series of mounds, and the leader halted abruptly. Gwendolyn’s brow furrowed, but her question went unsaid, and she discovered the answer without delay.

The Caledonian pushed aside a rock, then entered the mound, leading them through a torch-lit tunnel that reminded Gwendolyn a bit too much of her uncle’s fogous. The passages were never-ending, twisting and winding this way and that. She had nearly had enough and was about to complain when the path spilled them into a larger chamber. “Where are we?”

“You wish to speak to your grandfather,” suggested the Caledonian. “And speak to him, you will.” And then he left them for a moment, ducking into a nearby passage, before returning, and shrugging off his cloak, tossing it onto a nearby table. He then stamped his boots to free them from leftover sand, and Gwendolyn considered pointing out that it was a bit too late for that since he’d already carried in half the beach into this… whatever it was.

Gwendolyn peered about, studying the chamber. It was an odd place to be sure.

Dimly lit, constructed entirely beneath the earth, yet clean, somehow, even despite the man’s sandy boots.

Much of the furniture was built into the walls or nestled in corners out of the way. As it was in the palace at Trevena, thick tapestries adorned the walls, many of which were stitched with the same symbols that adorned her mother’s gown.

At last, the Caledonian sauntered over to a nearby chair, settling his enormous form into it, and meanwhile, his other companions departed, each through various exits.

“Well?” Gwendolyn said. “Would you have us stand idly by like eejits, only waiting?”

The Caledonian’s creviced face split into a wide grin, his eyes glinting with humor. “What are you waiting for?” he asked, and then shared a brief look with Amergin, before Amergin’s face also cracked and his lips spread into a similar grin. “Shall I tell her, or will you, old friend?”

At once, Amergin cleared his throat, as did Emrys now, both smiling sheepishly. “Banríon Dragan,” said Emrys. “Allow me to present your grandsire… Baugh.”
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“You?!”

Blood and bones!

This was Baugh?

“In the flesh,” the man crowed. He eyed Gwendolyn with no small measure of disdain. “I must say… you look nothing like your mother… and yet, I should not be surprised by this. You bear that Cornish dog’s blood.”

He didn’t sound angry, but Gwendolyn knew he meant the insult.

She took a moment to peer at Bryn, then Málik, angered by his rudeness, but realizing she must temper her response. “That dog you speak of was my father, and he died for this land—and yours.”

“Nay, girl!” His voice thundered through the hall. “Your father died because he was a fool who delivered his power into the hands of Outlanders.”

The straightforward proclamation set Gwendolyn back on her heels. She could not argue against that because, in truth, she had come to believe this as well. So had her father’s aldermen. During the last Konsel she’d attended before leaving for Loegria, their discontent had been clear. And yet, how dare he belittle what her father had worked so hard to achieve! “It was his greatest wish to unite these lands—in peace. But you never gave him an ounce of respect.”

“Respect must be earned,” returned Baugh. And then he said nothing for the longest moment, drumming his fingers impatiently upon the arm of his chair. After a moment’s consideration, he softened his voice, though it still held a note of contempt. “I know those feckless Trojans he has bargained with, girl. I did you a favor by giving Albanactus a daughter of mine to wed. So there… you are welcome, Dótturbarn. Your cuckolded man now has one less bróðir to fight at his side.”

His words dealt Gwendolyn a physical blow for so many reasons. A fresh wave of fury assailed her. For one, she did not know what that word was he had called her, but it sounded like an expletive. She’d already told him once that Locrinus was not her man. And she was not a “girl” although Emrys had warned her he would see her as one. But, truly, Albanactus? Loc’s brother had bent the knee to Baugh? Gwendolyn was heartsick to hear this, and yet… not so much for Albanactus’ part, considering that she viewed Loc’s brothers both as little more than opportunists. But, really, Baugh? He would reward one of those miscreants? Allow him to benefit from her family’s misfortune when he was among the traitors behind the Feast of Blades? Forsooth. Gwendolyn wanted to rail at her grandfather for disrespecting her so thoroughly. Alas, she dared say nothing yet. She needed Baugh’s help, and she could not afford to alienate him, but she did not like this feeling—to detest a man and still need him so desperately. Málik and Amergin stood behind her, along with Bryn, and Emrys, who was still cradling the Sword in his arms, and considering where they stood, and how many guards were at Baugh’s beck and call, Gwendolyn would not say what she wished to say. But neither would she cow. Even now, Borlewen’s blade called to her, and she itched to wield it.

“That is not the way a grandfather should speak to his granddaughter!” she rebuked.

“Ppfhht! Can you prove your kinship?” he asked loftily. “I cannot see it.” He waved his hand dismissively. “Your hair is too… gold, your skin too… pale. For all your claims, you appear nothing of my blood.”

“But I am your blood,” Gwendolyn returned hotly. “Unless you would dare to call my mother a harlot?”

The elder man scoffed. “By the bloody gods, nay! I’d never dare!” He scratched with frustration at his black head of hair. “That one would slice the tongue from my mouth!” It took Gwendolyn a full moment to register that he had spoken in the present, but even as her brain was trying to make sense of those words, she heard a voice… so achingly familiar…

“Gwendolyn…”

Gwendolyn spun to find her mother standing at the entrance of one passage—healthy and alive, her smile far more genuine than any Gwendolyn had ever witnessed from her. Modestly dressed, her hair caught back in a single unremarkable plait, her makeup was gone, but most definitely it was her…

“Mother,” she whispered, and that was all she could manage before crying out and rushing to embrace her.
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Far more expansive than the fogous beneath her uncle’s village, Skerrabra was a sprawl of passages, twisting and turning with endless complexity. It was also, Gwendolyn mused, a bit like those passages in the underlands, only here, there was no trace of magic. The walls were formed of roughhewn stone, and the air itself carried the inexorable scent of time. Roots and vines permeated the interior, crawling like veins throughout the walls and floors. One long tunnel spilled them into a cavernous central market where the sun shone down into a vibrant courtyard. Here, the scent of food wafted heavily in the air—roasting hens and meat pies, with their golden crusts and aromatic fillings, making Gwendolyn’s mouth water and her belly gurgle. It had been far too long since she’d had a satisfying meal, and she recognized some spices that had once graced their table in Trevena—only now she understood them to be her mother’s influence. How wrong her father had been about her mother’s people. There was nothing savage about these Caledonians, nor did they appear to want for aught. As it was in Trevena, this was a city no doubt visited by merchants, and the odd but industrious courtyard-market displayed a sea of vibrant colors, with vendors tending booths and customers rushing about, all under a warm, golden sun. It was, for all its strangeness, nearly as busy as the market in Trevena. For so long, Gwendolyn had believed Cornwall the only true center for trade on these isles. Why, then, would these Caledonians have any need to raid the southlands when they had such a bounty of riches?

The villagers all ran about performing their everyday tasks, some wearing simple linen clothes, but many others wearing finely crafted gowns that were made from fabrics every bit as elegant as those her father had procured from Mollequin.

It was clear to Gwendolyn that they did not live from the fruits of their labors alone. Every booth overflowed with goods—some with baskets full of plums, sloes, wild currants, brambles, raspberries, wood strawberries, cranberries, blackberries, heather berries, elderberries, and piles of bread. But there were fruits that were not native to this land. The deep shade of bitter oranges, bright yellows of lemons, and the verdant beauty of leafy greens all mixed to create a veritable feast for the eyes. Beautiful gewgaws graced many a market shelf—pottery in the Phoenician style. Cloth merchants carried wool from Megara and Carthage. And there were various weapons of a curious variety Gwendolyn had never seen—swords that boasted ironwork twisted and hammered into the blade. They were not made to last against Loegrian steel, but beauteous work, and it occurred to Gwendolyn that this, too, was something to be concerned about—yet another worry amidst so many. That Locrinus’ army would be fitted with the new alloy, and hers would not. She tucked this away to consider later, unwilling to burden the moment with her trials. She walked beside her mother, elated at seeing her alive and well in her childhood home after believing her so long to be dead. Amidst so much heartache, this was a moment she meant to cherish.

Introducing her to kinsmen, Queen Eseld led her to a booth where an old woman sat weaving baskets made from reeds. Exchanging pleasantries with her before selecting one of her baskets, she then handed the basket to Gwendolyn. “To carry your effects,” her mother said with a genuine smile, and then bade Gwendolyn to place the gown she’d been holding into the basket.

Gwendolyn had brought it along only to show her mother how she’d kept it, leaving the Sword of Light with Emrys—not simply because she did not wish to reveal the sword as yet, but she did not want her mother to think she’d used the gown only for wrapping blades. “I’m pleased to see it survived your time in Loegria,” she said.

“Barely,” Gwendolyn said, choking back a sob. “She stole everything from me, mother—even my dowry chest.”

They had already discussed her time in Loc’s keeping, but, so it seemed, there was little her mother did not already know—a fact Gwendolyn didn’t know how to feel about. All that time she’d spent weeping over her parents’ fate, and her mother was here, safe and sound, yet no one ever sent Gwendolyn a message to ease her mind.

Her mother patted her on the arm. “If I could have delivered you, I would have, Gwendolyn. I came here, hoping to convince Baugh to ride to your rescue.”

“But he would not?”

Her mother sighed, then shook her head. “I will never lie to you. He refused. He did not believe it was his right to intervene between a husband and wife. My father is a man who venerates the sanctity of marriage. He believes any person—man or woman—who dishonors his vows is no one fit to lead.”

That did not bode well, Gwendolyn thought, remembering Baugh’s look of disapproval in the glade, and Gwendolyn was quick to explain to her mother that the Llanrhos Druids had dissolved her marriage. She simply didn’t confess when they had dissolved it—no one needed to know that.

“But I suppose Baugh has no problem with abuse,” Gwendolyn said, though she did not mean to complain about things long done. However, she was speaking to her mother, and a mother should know the things her daughter endured. “He was cruel to me.” She lifted a hand to her curls. “Cut my hair… locked me in a fetid room where the stench of his brother’s death remained, and he allowed his awful mistress and his mother to abuse me whenever it so pleased them.”

The dirk at Gwendolyn’s waist screamed for justice, so she also told her mother about Borlewen’s blade, how she’d attained it on the night of her wedding, and all of Loc’s confessions thereafter. However, she did not tell her mother how she’d found King Corineus’ head on Loc’s gate. That would serve nothing but to aggrieve her, and Gwendolyn was ashamed she did not right this wrong before fleeing Loegria. It never mattered under what circumstances Eseld had come to her father, Gwendolyn knew by her mother’s actions that she had loved her husband truly—far more evident to Gwendolyn than Eseld’s complicated feelings for her daughter.

They halted, and Queen Eseld turned to face her. “Please understand me, Gwendolyn, your grandfather cares. Of course he does. But…” She sighed. “That stubborn old fool must be convinced of everything. It took me a long while to prove I’d not forgotten my people. But I am certain you will discover this for yourself.”

“I have a sense of it,” Gwendolyn allowed.

And she did. So far, Baugh had given Gwendolyn very little cause to feel welcome here, or even that he was in danger of softening. To the contrary. And yet… vexing though it was that he had given Albanactus any favor at all, mayhap that was a small sign he had any love for his granddaughter at all. He had claimed, after all, that he had done it for her—and by the by, she learned that dótturbarn simply meant daughter’s child. Said with such distaste, it was as close as Baugh had yet come to claiming Gwendolyn. Still, it was something.

“A bit of advice for my daughter, the Queen…” She smiled proudly. “Your grandfather will not tolerate disrespect, but he abhors cowards.” She eyed Gwendolyn smartly, then pulled her along again, linking her arm through Gwendolyn’s as they continued strolling through the village market. “Stand up to him, but remember your honor. I have every faith you will find the way to convince him that supporting his granddaughter is the right thing to do.” And then she whirled and threw her arms around Gwendolyn, weeping quietly as she petted Gwendolyn’s matted hair. She drew back suddenly, heedless of her own tears, as she brushed a thumb across Gwendolyn’s cheek.

“Your hair,” she said with trembling lips. “Though even ravished and filthy, art beautiful, Gwendolyn.” Gwendolyn choked back a wave of emotion, tears stinging her eyes. It was nearly too much to bear—so long she’d yearned for words such as these from her mother. If she but knew this, it didn’t matter to Gwendolyn if her mother admired Ely’s beauty most of all—Gwendolyn did, as well. She only needed to know that she, too, was lovely in her mother’s eyes. Only twice in her life had her mother ever spoken to her so affectionately—once on the day she’d gifted her the dowry chest before her Promise Ceremony, and later, on the day of her wedding. This familiarity between them was not something Gwendolyn could ever have envisioned, but it felt so good.

Gwendolyn hugged her back, heedless that they might have gathered an audience, and when they were done with hugs, and continued along the stroll, Gwendolyn felt a strange, new desire to share everything with her mother—everything, as a daughter should. She took this opportunity to tell her mother about her reflection in the Fae pool—and all the other truths she’d learned along her journey, confirming her mother’s worst fears… that her child was, indeed, a changeling. There was no trace of surprise in her gaze when Gwendolyn was through. But, once more, her mother seized her by the arm, pulling her aside, and turned her about as though Gwendolyn were a wayward child who needed a scolding. But the look in her eyes was anything but berating, and she appeared rueful as she reached up to push a curl behind Gwendolyn’s ear. “You were always my child,” she said. “I only needed to know—not for the least of which I needed to understand what your role should be. Truly, Gwendolyn. It is no small thing to be favored by the gods, and if I was stern with you as a child, it was only because I knew your worth and I knew your path would not be easy. I only wished for you to be prepared.” She sighed then, allowing her hand to skim Gwendolyn’s cheek. “No matter… I was mistaken to believe your destiny was with Locrinus, and I hope you will find it in your heart to forgive me for this. But perhaps you may if you also know it was by my intervention your father summoned Málik.”

Gwendolyn blinked. “You?”

“With Corineus’ agreement,” Eseld confessed earnestly. “But who do you think put that notion into his head? He, like every southern man, was fearful of the Druids. But Emrys visited my father on so many occasions and I knew him to be a good and just man. I simply could not say so, because, as you know, it is not the order’s preference to engage with the tribes. They leave this dubious honor to the Llanrhos order, and I did not know how to tell Corineus what I knew without revealing how I knew.”

Emrys had, indeed, confessed to knowing Baugh, and now she also knew why the Lifer Pol order wished to conceal their village. She also understood that fear was an important instrument for them. However, it occurred to her now that Brutus had no knowledge of their histories and did not come to the bargaining table with the same respect for their customs. Although he’d attempted to educate his son in the Old Ways, Locrinus had only used it to disrespect and vanquish them. Locrinus also used fear to his advantage, and considering everything her mother had told her—everything she had learned previously, she now understood that, sooner than later, it was all bound to lead to war…

Her face fell as she dared to ask, “Were you there… when…”

“Corineus,” she said softly, anticipating Gwendolyn’s question before it was voiced. She nodded, her eyes again clouding with tears. “I was… yes.” It took her a long moment to find her voice again. “You must know, it was Albanactus who took me aside and bade me to go into that hall. I was with Lady Ruan, and when he told me what was happening… I ran to stop it… it was already too late—” Again, she shook her head, her hand lifting to her lips to strangle a sob.

This time, it was Gwendolyn’s turn to put the back of her knuckles against her mother’s cheek, caressing softly. “Please,” she consoled. “Do not weep. If you had not fled with Albanactus, I’d have lost you, as well, and this I could never bear.”

Well then… at least she had Albanactus to thank for her mother’s life… if only she could wipe the taste of his betrayal from her mouth.

She still did not know what she would do when she came face to face with that man. But at least now, she better understood what Innogen had meant about Albanactus turning his sights to the north—and despite this, that bitter witch had never, for one moment, confessed the truth of this matter, leaving Gwendolyn to worry that he meant to raise arms against Baugh—or worse, turn him against her.

And suddenly, Gwendolyn realized what her mother had said, and she lifted a hand to her breast, her heart leaping into her throat in dread. “Please tell me… it is not you Baugh gave Albanactus to wed?”

Her mother laughed. “Oh, I am certain Alba would not have considered that a reward!” She grinned. “Nay, my dear, he is wed to my younger sister. But I beg you, Gwendolyn… find some way to forgive Albanactus. None of us would have been spared were it not for his mercy. He saw us through the gates and made excuses to Kamber to see us north.”

Gwendolyn softened perhaps, knowing her mother spoke true and imagining the same fate dealt to her as Locrinus had seen fit to deal her father—she couldn’t have born it. Eseld smiled encouragingly at her, and Gwendolyn took a deep breath and nodded. Thereafter, they abandoned the market. Arm in arm still, they toured the entire village, with Gwendolyn in awe as she took in the sights. For all its idiosyncrasies, Skerrabra was a hidden gem of a village thriving in the depths of the earth—a wondrous labyrinth of passages and courtyards. Indeed, one could easily lose oneself amidst the winding passages, which were illumined by torches and lanterns. Arched doorways led to various living chambers—small but cozy, with wooden doors and thatched roofs.

They walked by what appeared to be a blacksmith’s forge, where vats of liquid metal were being shaped into weapons. “This is where we forge our weapons,” she explained. “We are, as you may have guessed, dependent upon trade for much of our provisions, but we make our own weapons in the Skraeling fashion, so we are well prepared for any threat. As you can see, it is not Loegrian steel, but a proper longsword will do a fine job of lopping off a head.”

This was a topic Gwendolyn was waiting to broach, so she jumped at the opportunity to ask. “What of your armies?” Foremost in her thoughts was that she would need more than fifty warriors to join her cause. As yet, she had seen no proof that her grandfather had a proper garrison. If she was mistaken to place so much hope on her grandfather’s non-existent armies, all was lost.

“Most do not live in the village. They are stationed about the isle, and more on the mainland… to guard against any who approach by sea.”

“But I did not see a harbor. We came by the beach?”

Her mother laughed. “What need is there for a harbor when the entire isle is a port on the sea? You would be surprised, Gwendolyn. We do not receive quite the variety of merchants we did in Trevena, but we welcome more than our share.”

Gwendolyn waved her hand at their surroundings. “Why does this village rest beneath the earth?”

Her mother shrugged. “It is quite temperate here, but the winds are relentless! Only witness my father’s face!”

Gwendolyn laughed then, understanding, wondering for a moment—privately—if this was the reason her mother had gone south so willingly, for the sake of her vanity.

They continued on throughout the various chambers until finally arriving at a large central hall similar to the room where Gwendolyn had first met with Baugh. Only this one was far more grand, with a large, raised dais at the back, upon which a stone-carved seat was held. “This is the Feast Hall—not so elegant as your father’s audience hall in Trevena, but it is the safest location in the village.”

“And the other one… whence we entered?”

“Purely an entrance hall… to greet guests. We’d not bring anyone so deep into our village unless we trusted them as friends.” Her mother drew up and patted her hand. “Now, please tell me of Trevena. How does our beautiful city fare?”

Gwendolyn told her mother as much as she could remember during the rest of their stroll—about how Loc’s brothers had left the city undefended, how she, with Caradoc’s help, broached the city again through the conduit to the bathhouse. How she’d discovered Talwyn in the King’s apartments, and how Bryn came to her defense, and then, only to save Bryn from having his father’s blood on his hands, how she slew Talwyn herself. “It was Yestin who provided the means,” Gwendolyn confessed. “Although I believe him rueful of his actions.”

Her mother sighed heavily. “Yes. No doubt. He was ripe for the plucking. He was ever so contentious with me, and I believe he longed for… something more.”

“He did it for a lover.”

Her mother nodded at that, considering, but her thoughts shifted abruptly from Yestin to the city itself. “You know… in retrospect, I believe our arrogance was our worst enemy. Remember that in future, Gwendolyn. We thought our wonderful Trevena impenetrable, but nothing is impenetrable. All it takes is a bit of ingenuity.” She smiled sadly. “Now tell me more… what of you and Málik?”

For a moment, Gwendolyn considered denying her feelings for him, but her mother knew her. She did not wish to lie anymore—not when she loathed it so much that others had lied to her. “What do you wish to know?”

“Firstly, do you love him?”

“I do,” Gwendolyn confessed, and she was well aware of how much her own features softened when she said, “Madly.”

“And does he love you?”

Gwendolyn sighed. “I am sure he does, but…”

Tears pricked at her eyes, and her mother patted her hand again. “There, there… Let us speak of it another day,” she said as she brought Gwendolyn to a large door. She paused for a moment to allow Gwendolyn to dry her eyes, splaying her hand over the door. “The women’s solar,” she said, as she pushed it open to reveal another large chamber in which the roof lay open to the afternoon sun. “It is the women of this village who truly make it thrive. This is our Konsel.”

Eager to see it, Gwendolyn stepped inside, but her mother tugged her back, and said softly, “It is well and good to cry…”
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Gwendolyn took another step inside the chamber… and froze.

It wasn’t the beauty of the room that halted her step—nor the wooden rafters so ornately carved, nor the array of vibrant fabrics strewn about, nor the ethereal light filtering in through the ceiling… The faces peering up from various tasks were… heartrendingly familiar.

Demelza.

Lady Ruan.

Lady Ruan’s maid, along with her young boy, who used to run towels. His deep-brown eyes grew round at the sight of Gwendolyn.

All at once, everyone stopped what they were doing, bolting up from their seats, and rushing over to greet Gwendolyn, hurling themselves at her with squeals and sobs of unsuppressed delight. “Oh, Gwendolyn!” exclaimed Lady Ruan. “You’ve come!”

Wouldn’t Ely and Bryn be so pleased? Gwendolyn was suddenly so happy she had insisted upon Bryn’s accompaniment.

Demelza, too, came to embrace her, and Gwendolyn scarcely could release her thereafter. She hugged the maid tightly, weeping unabashedly, and wiping her damp eyes on Demelza’s bony shoulder as she used to do when she was a girl.

“There, there, Child,” said Demelza, patting Gwendolyn’s head—and forsooth! Her gentle tone of voice and her epithet never failed to make Gwendolyn feel like a child, in truth. But it also filled her with a sense of wellbeing that she was ashamed to confess did not at once materialize after her reunion with her mother, even as relieved and pleased as she was to discover Queen Eseld alive. All three women meant so much to Gwendolyn—each for different reasons.

At last, she would have a chance to repair her relationship with her mother. But Lady Ruan had so oft treated Gwendolyn as her own kin, and Demelza was the one who’d wiped away her tears. Now, as they stood together on the precipice of so much change, Gwendolyn realized how much they all meant to her—more than the sum of their parts. They were integral threads in the tapestry of her life. Every hug, every tear, every laugh filled her with a warmth that eased her months of agony and longing. Her mother cast her a glance, smiling—the look on her face every bit that of a young girl’s, though the years had etched soft lines into her face. She stood back, allowing Gwendolyn to bask in the love, and then, when all the halloos were said, and the hugs dispensed, Queen Eseld drew her away, pulling her over to yet another woman, who stood then, her face as weathered as Baugh’s, her eyes as fiery as her mother’s.

“Your grandmother,” she said, and Gwendolyn found herself tongue-tied, all her words caught by the brambles in her throat.
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That evening, in the Feast Hall, the trestle tables were piled high with an abundance of victuals—roasted venison, freshly caught haddock and trout, bread still warm from the ovens. Horns of ale and mead were passed about freely, their contents sloshing as toasts were made and stories told. A few horns made it into the hands of grasping young lads, and they sat in one corner of the hall, clinking horns amongst themselves, pretending at being warriors, with their wooden swords at their feet. Not since her uncle’s home in Chysauster had Gwendolyn witnessed such a raucous celebration over dinner, only this was twenty times larger, with plenty enough bawdy jests to paint a permanent bloom in the cheeks, even despite the wee children darting betwixt tables.

“And then,” one warrior declared, his voice lifting above the din, “I swung my Long Plum to cleave his shield!”

“Your cock or your sword?” someone jested, and the hall erupted with laughter.

The warrior continued, unfazed, “The look on his face, I tell you, was worth a hundred merks!”

“He said cock,” whispered a young girl, slapping a hand across her lips, and then she turned to her sisters and shouted. “Your Da said cock!”

Another little girl said, “Cock, cock, cock, cock!” And then ran away, leaving her elders barking with laughter.

And yet, for all the laughter in the hall, at the head of the lord’s table sat Baugh, unsmiling, with his black, braided beard, and his eyes as piercing as a winter storm. With his broad shoulders draped with a heavy fur cloak, he sat frowning, fingering the torc about his neck. Beside him sat his wife, Freydis, wearing her own hefty torc, her hand resting lightly atop Baugh’s arm, as though ready to pat him to temper his mood. Baugh’s eyes glinted as he studied Gwendolyn, and she sensed he would decide according to how he judged her.

At a nearby table, Bryn sat with his mother, cozy together, no doubt exchanging news. Lady Ruan’s brow remained furrowed throughout their exchange, chewing at a thumbnail instead of her food.

Were they discussing Talwyn’s betrayal, or was it because of Ely’s news—that she’d wed a Catuvellauni son? Gwendolyn supposed there could be cause for displeasure over both. If Bryn’s mother did not know about her husband’s betrayal, the news would be dreadful. But neither was it overly pleasant to discover one’s daughter was not only betrothed, but duly wedded and expecting her first and only grandson. Then again, neither was it terrible news, and Lady Ruan must be eager to return to the city. Gwendolyn would see to it as soon as she could.

Fortunately, whatever ill-will her mother had once harbored over Gwendolyn’s attachment to Málik, it appeared to be finished. Her deference for Málik was wholly evident—not the least for which he now came with a crown, a fact Queen Eseld was quick to tell her father at the table, and Gwendolyn was glad of it because she wanted Baugh to know she did not come to this negotiation empty handed.

As for Málik… he sat next to Gwendolyn, his demeanor much changed from the aloofness he’d displayed in the Druid’s Hall. Indeed, tonight he was mellow, if not affectionate, and the memory of their recent passions had perhaps thawed the ice in his veins. His pale-blue eyes twinkled with warmth, and now that she was aware of it, Gwendolyn could still scent his musk.

Clearly, so could he. Now and again, he leaned close, his nostrils flaring as though seeking her scent, and Gwendolyn shuddered with remembered desire.

Not to spare her own life could she find a moment’s regret for what had transpired between them in those woods.

Not even knowing that her grandfather had caught them in the throes of passion.

But it no doubt warmed her cheeks.

Queen Eseld watched them closely, her dark eyes glinting as Málik lifted Gwendolyn’s glass, eschewing his own—as he once had at her uncle’s table. He sipped from it boldly, grinning as he noted Gwendolyn’s blooming cheeks—and of course she was chagrined. Only the memory of the taste of his mouth cast this meal a paler shade and left her squirming in her seat. She would not disrespect her grandfather’s home, nor her mother by sharing Málik’s bed whilst in this village, but that wouldn’t stop her from seeking it the moment they departed.

Tonight, Gwendolyn’s aunts were all absent—eight altogether, she’d learned. They kept their own homes now and were wed to vassals of her grandfather—of which, there were apparently many, because he had more than thirty grandbairns. Evidently, her aunts had been quite busy providing suitable heirs.

To the left of Baugh sat the Druids, Emrys and Amergin. And, truly, it was difficult to say which of them clamored more jealously for his attention, although Baugh’s attention remained fixed upon Gwendolyn. As the night wore on, she watched him watching her, biding her time. Foremost in her mind was that time was of the essence, and if she did not have to spend an entire winter here only to secure this alliance, her campaign would be stronger for it.

Neither would Baugh see her hesitation as strength, and for each day she waited, shrinking from this task, the less chance there was that he would call his banners on Gwendolyn’s behalf. To gain his support, she felt she must do more than simply make herself known to him and ask for help. Though she would prefer to reveal the sword in private, Baugh did not appear to do—or say—anything that was not well considered. And in observing him with his men, it became entirely clear that those he most favored were those who tested him, if respectfully. Those who did not hold their own with him, he gifted with eye rolls. Indeed, if he had given Albanactus one of his daughters to wed, it was not because he believed the man spineless. To the contrary. His first inclination might have been to reward Albanactus for saving his eldest daughter, but that could not be the only reason, and Gwendolyn took her mother’s counsel to heart. After all, she was asking a lot—Baugh’s sword, and perhaps even his life. Therefore, she must be bold enough to show him she was ready to fight for it. But she wasn’t fool enough to disrespect Baugh by bringing Kingslayer to his table, nor even Borlewen’s blade. However, she’d dared bring Claímh Solais. Now bound only in its protective cloth, it lay concealed beneath the table, waiting for Gwendolyn to work up the nerve. It was Baugh himself who gave her the first opportunity…

He stood, raising his horn. “Tonight, we celebrate!” he roared, his eyes sweeping over his hall, but Gwendolyn noted he skipped her. “Let this feast be a testament to our kinship!” he said, and Gwendolyn dared to challenge him.

“I only wonder, grandfather… does this grace include your granddaughter?”

The hall fell silent, and her mother tugged gently at her sleeve. But Gwendolyn did not cow, even when Baugh turned his dark gaze upon her. He mumbled something unintelligible beneath his breath, then whispered heatedly to her grandmother, and then to Emrys. Emrys shook his head, and Gwendolyn stood.

“Sit!” Baugh demanded, his gaze shifting to Gwendolyn, but she shook her head.

“I will not sit. You speak of unity… and I stand humbly before you⁠—”

“Humble?” he scoffed, though Gwendolyn ignored the taunt. “Your mother clearly has not taught you that words and actions must walk hand in hand.”

Gwendolyn glanced at her mother, noting the paleness of her cheeks. But it was too late to turn back now. Ignoring her grandfather’s insult, she continued. “Humbly, I stand to ask you to join me and mine, to defeat a foe who threatens not only Trevena and Cornwall—nor even the southern lands—but all of Pretania!”

“Your fight is not mine,” Baugh said dismissively, but Gwendolyn did not back down.

“Whatever you may think of him, my father held you in considerable esteem. He took your daughter to wife because he had a dream⁠—”

“And you share this dream?” Baugh interjected, his words laced with derision. His black eyes glittered fiercely, but though he narrowed his eyes at Gwendolyn, she stood taller.

“What I believe is that we must all join our banners for this cause, but I do not intend to force anyone to bend the knee to Cornwall.”

“You do not intend… to force?”

He guffawed, and his ensuing roar of laughter reverberated throughout the hall.

No one else laughed.

Gwendolyn stood firm. “I would have each tribe stand true and strong, with the surety that Cornwall will aid them, but never yoke them.”

“Pretty words from the daughter of a Southern King,” he spat. “Do you know, granddaughter… we do not consider ourselves kings here in the north. We are elected by freemen. We need no crowns, or jewels, or gowns! No dawnsio, scholars, or priests! You’ll find no palaces here. We are simple folk, and our word is our bond.”

“My word is my bond,” Gwendolyn allowed. “And, yes, I am queen of Cornwall, but I come as your equal, not your queen.”

“My equal?” Once again, he barked with laughter and said to the room at large. “She comes as my equal, she says.”

Much nervous laughter filtered through the hall, but Gwendolyn noted that her mother did not laugh, and the joy had dimmed from her grandmother’s eyes.

Had she misjudged him?

Had she dared too much?

Baugh shook his head suddenly, glaring at Eseld. “By the eyes of Lugh! I stand corrected,” he spat. “You do not look like her, but you behave like her!” And then he cursed profoundly. Blood and bones. This was not going as Gwendolyn had hoped, but it must be now or never. She pushed aside plates, then bent to drag out the cloth that bound the ancient sword, careful not to hold it in any manner that would appear she intended to threaten Baugh. Gently, she laid it upon the table, and then cast a glance up to meet Baugh’s gaze before drawing aside the cloth.

Even bound with rags, the blue steel shimmered with a soft sheen. Etched along the blade glimmered the runic inscription: Claíomh Solais.

All eyes fell upon the sword—Baugh’s as well, and he was half smiling, though it was a dangerous smile. “Will you dare threaten me with that blade?” he asked, and at once, two of his warriors rose from the table, moving to his side.

“Gwendolyn,” her mother hissed in warning.

“Nay. I do not threaten,” Gwendolyn said, ignoring her mother, her eyes flashing with an inner fire that rivaled the gleam of her sword. “I simply present a choice.”

The tension in the room grew palpable, and Gwendolyn knew one wrong move would set off a violent confrontation.

Beside her, she sensed Málik’s growing tension and noted the hand that moved beneath the table.

Across the room, Bryn’s face was a mask of terror—no doubt understanding that if her grandfather moved against her, he and Málik were only two against so many.

Emrys and Amergin were little help, and neither appeared willing to rise to Gwendolyn’s defense against her grandfather.

Slowly, purposefully, Gwendolyn unlaced all the ribbons that bound her sword, letting the cloth fall away before lifting it straight up by the hilt for all to see.

Baugh’s guards moved to seize her, but stopped when the steel flickered, then roared to life—like a dragon awakened from slumber. The flames danced and swirled along the length of the ancient blade, its brightness illuminating the entire room, a white glaive of light that was terrifyingly beautiful.

More gasps, then whispers followed.

Gwendolyn’s hand trembled as, for the second time, she held the sword aloft, feeling its fire coursing through her veins. “If you will not respect my mortal father, mayhap you will appreciate my Fae father more—Manannán, Lord of the Sea!” Her gaze never wavered. “But I am also the rightful heir of Cornwall and if you would toss scraps to the Usurper’s brother, you owe me more!”

Baugh’s eyes fixed upon the sword. “I owe you nothing,” he argued, though the curiosity in his eyes told Gwendolyn he was considering her words…

But no less the sword.

“You above all should know what it means to be favored by the gods. I have seen your island and your village, and you live here against all odds through the gods’ favor. If I bring a threat, it is only this… Who is to say your favor will endure if you ignore the gods’ choice?” She held the sword higher. “I am Chosen, and if you doubt my words, you need only look with your eyes!”

Beside her, Málik spoke but did not stand, nor did he adjust his cocksure slouch. He spoke softly, though with conviction. “She speaks true,” he said, with his one finger on his temple and his thumb beneath his chin, his knuckles on his cheek. “That sword she wields does not burn for me, nor for the One she slew. It burns only for her.”

Across the room, the fire from her blade twinkled in Baugh’s eyes.

Málik continued quietly, “She did not shrink from the man who violated her, nor did she give up when they murdered her father, then seized Trevena. They left her with nothing but rags on her back, hunted like a beast, and still she did not relent till she took back her city, and in doing so, won the respect of a Catuvellauni chieftain—an enemy who now bends the knee to your granddaughter… because he believes in her… as I do.”

A muscle ticked at Baugh’s jaw, but he listened quietly.

“She met the Catuvellauni as strangers, saved them, took them in and sheltered them, and did not hesitate to seek the Druids, when stronger men would have cowed.”

Hearing him speak so effusively of her, Gwendolyn’s throat grew thick with emotion. More than anything, she wanted to turn to him and thank him.

“And,” he continued. “It cannot go unsaid that I have lent your granddaughter two thousand of my finest warriors.” And then he smiled unabashedly, showing all his porbeagle teeth, and gave a nod to Gwendolyn’s grandmother. “So it appears, like you… I cannot resist a fearless woman.”

Baugh, too, glanced at his wife and Freydis smirked. Thereafter, there was a long, unbearable moment of silence, and then he stood, his eyes shining. “You speak well of the girl,” he said, and then he turned to Gwendolyn. “And you… I know what that is you hold.” He took a menacing step towards Gwendolyn, then another, every thud of his boots against the stone floor making Gwendolyn’s heart beat faster and faster, until he stopped in front of her and reached out his hand. “May I?” he asked, gesturing towards the sword.

Gwendolyn hesitated only a moment before handing the sword to him. Its flames extinguished the instant he took it, and he held it with both hands, lifting it up to study its length, then moving it experimentally through the air, studying its weight and balance in his hands.

Eventually, satisfied with his inspection, his gaze shifted from the sword in his hand to Gwendolyn’s face, no trace of malice or judgment in his eyes, only curiosity and perhaps a newfound admiration. “So it seems… your mother spoke true,” he said. “Art a changeling.” And then he handed the sword back to Gwendolyn before turning away and the moment she held it, it flared to life again.

Baugh gave her a single backward glance on the way back to his seat, and a knot of apprehension twisted in Gwendolyn’s belly as he turned to face her again. But this time, though he did not smile, his words made her knees weak with relief.

“I do not deny you. If the gods have chosen my granddaughter, who am I to oppose her? Indeed, I will lend you my sword to put down that cankered mongrel who pisses on our lands!”

At his declaration, his warriors raised horns in celebration. “Skål!” they shouted, and their voices reverberated from the high beams.

Gwendolyn peered down at her mother. “What does that mean?”

“A toast,” she said, smiling, her relief shining in her eyes. “My kin are descended of the Northmen who live to the east. And you, my dear, have inherited your father’s lunacy. I’d not in a thousand years have dared call myself a queen in Baugh’s presence, but you…” She shook her head with a look of marvel.

Málik leaned behind Gwendolyn to whisper to her mother. “I would say your daughter is stupid… or… the bravest soul I’ve ever known.” And when he lifted his gaze to Gwendolyn, his eyes shone with love and admiration. “I will call her brave.”

“Hear, hear!” whispered her mother, lifting a cup.

Her grandmother’s voice, too, lifted in praise. “May the gods continue to favor us!” she declared. And, with that, the celebration resumed with vigor, and Gwendolyn stood only a moment longer, with the sword still burning in her hand, uncertain what to do with it now…

Lay it down?

That would seem feeble, no?

When the musicians struck up a chord, and a few from the lower tables rose to dance, Gwendolyn quietly returned the sword to its cloth, wrapping it gently and pushing it aside to finish her meal…
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Intending to seek Freydis, Gwendolyn strode with purpose from her grandfather’s war room, her steps measured, her mouth drawn with concern.

So it appeared, every good-turn bore its equal in bad fortune. She’d won Baugh’s favor, but no sooner had she done so when they were presented with news that did not bode well. Evidently, Locrinus had not been idle. Nor had he, as Gwendolyn had once hoped, failed to prepare his stronghold for the winter. He’d planted crops early, harvested early, and now his men were hustling to reinforce his fortress walls. Having also taken lessons from Trevena and Loegria, he was using the nearby river to moat his hill fort, and the land itself to aid him in his defenses—a fact that Caradoc had sorely underestimated.

Gwendolyn still did not know whether he had conscripted Brigantes, but, emboldened by his brother’s affiliation with Baugh, he was sending emissaries into the north to see who could be won to his side. A skiff arrived from one of Baugh’s camps on the mainland, carrying two of Locrinus’ scouts, who were intercepted en route to Skerrabra—perhaps in search of Albanactus. Though, of course, Albanactus was not in Skerrabra, and considering Gwendolyn’s presence in the village, neither did he present himself along with his captives. But clearly, he valued his new position with Baugh more than he did his own brother because it was “Alba’s” warriors who’d seized those scouts, dispatching them by boat to Skerrabra. Baugh then placed both into a cell, but not before “persuading” them to speak. Either they were lying, or she’d have a far greater challenge in defeating Loc.

She encountered Bryn along with his mother near the lady’s solar, and, seeing Gwendolyn’s face, he gave Lady Ruan a peck upon the cheek, excusing himself, then drawing Gwendolyn aside, leaving his mother to return to her work.

“What is it? I know that look,” pressed Bryn.

“Baugh has two prisoners in a gaol—Loc’s men.”

“Here?”

“Yes, Bryn, of course. Where else? Albanactus’ men discovered them poking about and sent them to Baugh.”

His brow furrowed. “But that is fortuitous, no?”

“Yes,” Gwendolyn agreed. “But the news from Plowonida is not so good. We have no inkling yet of Loc’s true numbers, but we know he has strengthened his position and he’ll not be so easy to oust. I fear that with his greater advantage, he will only need to wait us out. The fenlands will not be easy for us to lay siege to, and if he is content enough to remain behind those walls, we’ll hold little advantage.”

“It doesn’t matter how well he has positioned himself. He cannot garrison ten thousand behind his walls.”

“How can you be sure? He only had to rebuild. Caradoc did all the work for him, carting in stones.”

Bryn lifted a brow. “You did not see Plowonida before Loc took it. I did. There is a reason Caradoc hid in the fens.”

Gwendolyn nodded. This made sense, and already Bryn was earning his keep as mester. She exhaled a breath she did not realize she’d held.

“Will Baugh keep those men imprisoned?”

“In truth, that is why I am here. I would speak with Freydis. So I am told, it is her Konsel that should decide what to do with those men, and I mean to plead with her not to release them—which I do not believe she would do anyway, because she would not endanger Baugh by allowing those men to return to Locrinus with news that I am here, or that Baugh has pledged his men. But I do not wish for her to execute them either. They are simply doing what they have been told to do, and Baugh assures me that both men confessed quickly, as men are wont to do when they have no stake in the outcome—that, else their information was meant to be planted, and Baugh does not believe that is true.”

“Freydis leads the Konsel?”

Gwendolyn nodded impatiently. It had surprised her, too. “Here, the Konsel is called a Thing,” she revealed. “But is this all you have taken from my news?”

Bryn scratched his head, looking abashed. “It is… unheard of.”

“Apparently not for these northern tribes,” Gwendolyn allowed.

According to Baugh, their women “led the men about by their cocks,” and the men “shut their mouths and did what they were told.” Gwendolyn knew that was intended to be in jest, but unlike the southern tribes, Baugh’s armies did not exclude women, and because the men were the ones who were usually gone, their women were empowered to govern in their absence, and most of the men were content enough to leave it to the women, trusting them to do what was necessary, instead of shifting the burden of rule unnecessarily. This way, when the men returned, they could rest on their laurels, drink to their hearts’ content, and come and go as they pleased without having to concern themselves with everyday matters—and truly, those audiences could be time consuming. Her father used to spend many, many hours every day only listening to grievances.

“Well… that… is… quite… odd,” said Bryn, lifting the back of his hand and swiping it across his forehead as he sometimes did when he was confused, or didn’t agree with something and didn’t know what else to say.

It was her turn to lift a brow. “Do you doubt a woman’s ability to govern?”

“Oh, nay!” he was quick to say, and perhaps remembering who he was speaking to, he added, “Of course not! As I’ve said, it is simply… odd.”

Indeed, it was, but not for long. Gwendolyn intended to make changes when she returned to Trevena. For one, she would see that Cornish women like Taryn were no longer outliers. If they wished to serve in her army, they should.

She also intended to make certain women had the right to divorce their spouses—for obvious reasons—and the right to keep lands thereafter, and to sit upon Konsels, not as consorts but as alders in their own rights.

As Bryok’s wife, Ia, once did, women shouldn’t have to flee their lives only to leave their husbands—not that Ia had intended to do that, in truth. Those two had meant to run away together—poor souls—but there should be some legal recourse for women so they could live their lives unyoked, if they so pleased.

However, Bryn was not the person she should speak to about this—not at this point in his life. He had no wife, and though he’d sworn fealty to a woman, and never once seemed to disdain this, he had also never taken Gwendolyn overly seriously, or he’d never have lied to her the first time, thinking it necessary to protect her from herself. That sort of behavior must end.

Now.

She gave him a direct order, and her tone brooked no argument. “Say your farewells to your lady mother. Then find Emrys and return to camp. It is time you assumed command as mester. I mean for us to depart at once.”

And then Gwendolyn excused herself, without lingering, to see that he obeyed. She sought Freydis, finding her at work in her solar, where they spoke at length and the elder woman listened, nodding. When Gwendolyn was through speaking, she said, her eyes shining, “We will keep them through the spring, and then, if they mean to go, I will allow it. Now, go in peace, dótturbarn, and leave it with me.” She smiled then, and Gwendolyn thanked her and left. Something had changed for Gwendolyn during this time in her grandfather’s village. The fight with Locrinus had become not merely a vendetta, but truly a fight for freedom. She was not so magnanimous as to believe herself free of the need for retribution, but she could not fail to note the part her own father had played in the land’s decline. And so much of Esme’s counsel now rang true. Her father’s dream for Cornwall might have been a beauteous dream, but every one of these tribes had been given their own lands to dream for, and those dreams must not be invalidated only because those provinces were not as big, or so wealthy, or so favored. The Brothers’ Pact had been enacted for a reason. According to the highest law of this code, no King’s right to rule was absolute, and no tribe of Pretania could occupy lands not their own—that included Cornwall. Once this war was over, Gwendolyn would consider it her duty to enforce the Brothers’ Pact, but, as any parent must do, thereafter, she must leave the tribes to forge their own way—and that included Baugh.

Therefore, if he wished to give every square measure of his lands to Albanactus, she would not intervene. She only hoped Baugh knew what he was doing, because following his death, if Kamber took Westwalas, and Albanactus took Caledonia, Brutus’ youngest sons would prove a powerful force in this realm, accomplishing even what Locrinus and her father could not.

And for what? Albanactus had not agreed to raise arms against either of his brothers. He would only assent to abstain from the fight. In return, Baugh had awarded him yet another province to govern as vassal only unto him, giving him full half his mainland territories, along with a blood oath for the bequeathal of Skerrabra once he was gone.

Gwendolyn had asked what assurance they had that Albanactus would not warn Locrinus, and Baugh only grinned, explaining that the daughter he’d wed to the man would slice his throat whilst he slept before allowing him to betray an oath to her father. However, Albanactus would never betray him, he was certain, because he stood to lose too much. Nor was he welcome to return to his brother’s holdings after removing two valuable hostages from Trevena on the eve of the Feast of Blades.

Baugh also did not have sons, and he liked Albanactus.

Although it galled Gwendolyn that Loc’s brother would receive anything after his part in her father’s death and Trevena’s capture, she would not challenge her grandfather’s edicts—in part, because she had promised her mother that she would at least try to forgive Albanactus. But in greater part because Gwendolyn viewed this as another test from Baugh—to see if she would keep her word and withhold from meddling in his affairs. He had agreed to lend his sword under the express condition that, once the battle was done, Gwendolyn would return to her holdings in the south and renounce any claim to Baugh’s territories in the north.

“The north is not for you,” he’d said, and Gwendolyn could not help but take a little offense, because Baugh did not know her, and she did not like that he would overlook his own blood to award lands to an Outlander—he had eight daughters! And regardless that he would give some pretense at allowing them to govern in his absence, he would do the same to his daughters as her father had done to her.

It was an easy promise to make. Although Gwendolyn had not realized she’d meant it at the time she’d said it, she was coming to understand that her father’s dream of a united Pretania was impossible. To borrow from King Corineus’ words of wisdom, the most anyone could ever hope to gain from these tribes—all of them, not simply those in the north—was to form powerful alliances, and to work together for peace.

Also, the longer Gwendolyn spent with the northern tribes, the more she understood how difficult it would be for any sovereign to rule fairly or wisely amidst so many disparate peoples. They were fiercely independent and not so easily convinced. Indeed, it proved no simple task to conscript warriors, even with Baugh at her side—even with Málik’s Fae and the Sword of Light in her scabbard.

Gwendolyn, Málik, and Amergin rode with Baugh, paying every thane a call to persuade them to join her cause. She met with all six remaining Confederate tribes—the Novantae, Selgovae, Votadini, Venicones, Vacomagi, and Taexali. And thereafter, she met with some of the lesser thanes as well.

True to their words, both Amergin and Emrys proved helpful, giving Gwendolyn magnificent endorsements. And, when one of the lesser thanes took offense over Gwendolyn’s affiliation with Locrinus, calling her an Outlander by virtue of their marriage, it was Emrys who reassured that man that Gwendolyn was no longer attached to the Usurper. She knew in her heart she would never have convinced the first without her grandfather’s aid, but when all was said and done, the Caledonii had supplied two thousand men; the Novantae more than five hundred; the Selgovae, seven hundred and fifty; the Votadini, three hundred; the Venicones, twelve hundred; the Vacomagi, two hundred; and the Taexali, three hundred and fifty. Another two hundred joined them from the lesser-known tribes.

And now, for the first time since the Feast of Blades, she had an excellent chance to see justice done.

It took three weeks for them to gather the full regiment, but once they were congregated on the mainland, it was time to go. To wait any longer would make the journey difficult. Already, it was the ides of November and wet though the weather might be at this time of the year, snow was not yet inevitable, and they would have plenty of time to make it to Parisi lands, even with shorter days.

At best, they would have nine good hours of sunlight to travel by, and if they traveled well, it would be winter by the time they arrived near Petvaria, the largest of the Parisi hill forts.

Departing with an army of nearly seven thousand, the ground trembled beneath their feet as swordsmen, axe men, spearmen, and archers fell behind Gwendolyn—a sight to behold, with banners of differing colors and sizes snapping in the wind, each representing a northern tribe. But the most incredible thing of all… at their head, rode… a woman.

Not Baugh.

Not Málik.

Gwendolyn.

Smiling, because there were those who said this could not be done, she sat taller in the saddle, shoulders back, chin up, head high, filling her lungs with the indomitable scent of hope—purple moor-grass, cocksfoot and wood-sedge—pure and sweet, all untainted by the scent of decay.
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No longer willing to waste a precious moment, Málik rode beside Gwendolyn, greedy for every word that came from her beautiful lips… every glance… every soul-cleansing sigh. He measured the moments by her smiles…

By every cocksure lift of her brow.

Every scrunch of her freckled nose.

Every twinkle in her storm-blue eyes.

Gwendolyn was his one true love.

And once more, he was fated to lose her.

This time by choice.

In the end, he could not stay.

She would not go.

Twice he’d asked her to come with him, twice she’d refused, and he would not ask her again, knowing this was her life’s purpose.

And he had never been more proud to know and love her.

Like a goddess, she rode at the helm of her new army, her golden locks flying at her back like a banner unfurled, sunlight catching the brilliant strands, spinning them into ribbons of gold. With quick work, she had accomplished the impossible—defeating the Fae king and then uniting these northern thanes under one banner.

She’d also won his heart, when he’d feared he had no heart left to win. With a sigh, he remembered the first moment he ever saw her… as Niamh of the Golden Hair. Defiant. Proud. Furious with her father for presenting her as a ward to the new Fae king. She’d called Aengus a tyrant, and her father as well, foreswearing both.

It was also she who’d begun the rebellion against Aengus, and she who’d won Esme to her cause. It was also she who’d convinced Málik to seek the truth about Aengus, as well as his father.

How much he had admired her, even when he was too blind to see the truth. And how dearly he grew to love her. How utterly furious he had been when Aengus stole her away.

How long he had searched…

And now, here they were, and he would do anything for her—anything, except… stay. To honor this dream of hers, he would lead his Faekind into a kinder, gentler future. Because, if her memory should ever return, and he’d dared abandon his seat, even if it was to remain by her side, she would despise him for his weakness—for wasting an opportunity to make a difference when she and her rebellion worked so hard to unseat the “Usurper.”

And no matter that the Fae did not recognize her in her mortal form, she was doing the same… again… fighting another Usurper.

It could be no coincidence she was chosen to lead by those wiser than he. For Gwendolyn, he had assumed the crown of horns… and, for the same reason, he had declined to wear his crown in this mortal realm… to give the Queen of Cornwall her due. He watched her now—the arch of her back as she leaned backward in the saddle to stare up into the cloudless heavens… her beautiful face… her golden skin, perfectly kissed by the sun.

In a heartbeat, he would bow at her feet. These mortals were fortunate to have her and still… not a one of them understood how precious she was… how unmatched… How rare a soul, who did not waver from her destiny, no matter what face she wore.

Now and again, he studied her face, trying so hard to see the image of Manannán’s daughter, Curcog, but this visage was lost to him now. She was, as she claimed, Gwendolyn of Cornwall to the marrow of her bones… and he loved her still.

A mortal queen with a Faerie soul.

Suddenly, she peered back at him, catching him staring, though she mistook the reason for the glint in his eyes—it was not lust, but love.

She grinned. “Not long now,” she said, winking, and for the briefest instant, he saw her face as it once was… that seductive curl to those beautiful lips, the fangs that peeked beneath… promising anew a melding of their lifeblood—and the vision gave him hope. It stirred his blood until it simmered like fire through his veins.

And then she peered back at the army that followed, tilting her head in a rare moment of unsuppressed exultation, and the image of Curcog was gone.

“We did it,” she mouthed, for his ears alone.

“You did,” he said, smiling fondly.

“Seven. Thousand. Warriors.”

It was still not quite enough, but they had yet to approach the Parisi and Iceni and, along with the Iceni, would surely come Cantium.

“Loc will not expect this!”

Indeed, he would not.

They had made certain to avoid the King’s Road, steering clear of Brigantes territory. They’d passed from the Selgovae lands straight into Votadini lands, then skirted the coast from there, traveling by day, resting by night, and every night, as soon as they’d concluded the evening’s Konsels, he and Gwendolyn slipped into the shadows, his desire for her insatiable and all-consuming. He had no will to deny himself. From dusk until dawn, they’d loved fiercely, and without restraint, resting between their lovemaking on a bed of autumn leaves and soft, fragrant meadow grasses, hidden from prying eyes by the last vestiges of his magic…

A magic he could feel waning even now.

And still he would follow this woman.

But he did not pursue her now as, in her exhilaration, she gave Aisling a heel, surging ahead. Love for her had spurred his every action for so long. But it was that same devotion that moored him now to his saddle, leaving her free to revel in this moment of joy. The beat of Málik’s heart echoed in his ears, and his heart swelled with love as he took in every detail of her, from the profile of her face to the delicate curve of her jawline to the way the sunlight tangled in her glorious hair, the effect of it like a golden halo beneath the bright noon sun.

And… once more, he saw her as she once was… whirling, twirling in a field of sunflowers… in the sacred place they’d once created.

He’d give anything to be back there, to protect her, even if it meant sacrificing his own life. And if he died in her service… at least then she could not fault him for it, nor could she loathe him for abandoning his crown…

“You’re in love with my granddaughter?”

Málik’s gaze snapped to the burly elder, who had so quietly sidled up beside him, his horse as modest as that of his men’s.

Baugh, the indisputable leader of these northern tribes whose principles, after all, did not fall far from those of his granddaughter’s.

But Málik did not fail to note his use of the word my, and this was perhaps an obnoxious question for a man who knew so little of the woman he’d like to claim, but Málik sensed his interest was genuine, so he nodded.

“I thought so,” said Baugh, and they rode together for a long interval in silence, listening to the footfalls of seven thousand men and horses behind them. “But,” he said, “There is one thing that troubles me… I only wonder what stake you have in the outcome of this battle?”

“Me?” Málik asked with a lifted brow, though he said nothing more.

In truth, he would like to say he had none… but that was not true. He averted his gaze, watching Gwendolyn frolic with Aisling.

“You see,” pressed Baugh. “I am no stranger to the Fae. You do nothing without a favor returned… and what would be that favor?”

It was perhaps true of his ilk, and perhaps once true of him, but Málik didn’t wish to justify that question with an answer.

“I knew your father…”

Once more, Málik’s gaze snapped to his, and the old man’s eyes glittered fiercely. “Yes,” he said, perhaps sensing how easily Málik could wrest the truth from him if he so desired. He laughed then. “I was blessed with the gift of time, and despite this, I have been cursed—like Enbarr’s mares. I will bear only daughters and will never know the joy of a son. That is why Albanactus will inherit my lands.”

“Fascinating,” said Málik with some mordacity, and though he might have liked to have asked why his daughters would not inherit, when he had so many, he knew why—knew it for the same reason his soul wept for the loss of Gwendolyn. There would be no offspring between them, and Málik would be the last of his house.

He said nothing more, and Baugh peered down at the ground between them, his jaw working furiously, confessing as expected. “I will be the first of my name, and the last,” he said darkly. “Thanks to Manannán mac Lir! For my aid in ousting your father, he promised me the Isle of Man and gave me Skerrabra, instead—along with a cock that will never produce sons.”

It was an unforeseen confession, but Málik tempered his fury… for Gwendolyn’s sake. He peered up to find her returning now, a smile on her face to rival the brilliance of the sun itself. His jaw worked, and his fingers bit into the reins. Baugh was brave to reveal himself so boldly. Simply because his magic was waning did not mean he could not summon roots and vines to twist this man’s entrails into knots. Even as he schooled himself, his fury coiled and turned inside him.

Bitterness flooded his mouth, the taste of it vile…

How vast was Manannán’s reach?

How limitless his treachery!

And no matter, Málik could not fault Baugh when he himself was as much to blame for his actions before and after his father’s ousting. They’d all believed, as Málik once believed, that his father had misled them—that he’d been so determined to lead them back into the light, and to combine theirs with the mortal world, that he was prepared to sacrifice even their immortality. Even after the Sons of Míl Espáine conspired with Manannán to see them exiled to the darkest regions, his father had invited Amergin Glúingel—a Milesian himself—to reside amongst them, giving the mortal a place of honor and the title of Chief Ollam and Druid of Druids. For that decision alone, Aengus had renounced him, and Málik did, as well. Thus, Baugh was not the first or the last to aid the Poet King, even unwittingly, and none of Aengus’ connivance would have succeeded without Manannán, the master deceiver. It was, after all, Manannán who’d lured them out from Hyperborea with promises of wealth and power, and, at every turn, presented only tribulation. If the land of their exile was now a living hell, Manannán himself was its deamhan.

Everything the Sea God ever offered came with a price—the Land of Promise, Enbarr’s mares, the Lake of Fire, the Féth fiada, Tír na nÓg, and every gift he’d ever lent. Manannán had even had a hand in this fate they were dealt by the Sons of Míl, conspiring with those men to conquer the Tuatha Dé Danann, and then, even the mists he’d cast to “conceal and protect” had become a prison—and why?

Because he could.

To teach them all a lesson—that they were not gods, as he.

To put them in their place.

To punish them for wanting more.

If Manannán was barred from returning to Tír na nÓg, this was the least of which he deserved, and still he’d found some way to interfere, though he’d underestimated his golden-haired daughter.

“I recognize that sword at your back,” said Baugh, intruding upon Málik’s reverie. “The Answerer.” He laughed then. “Fortunately, I realized when he offered it to me it, too, would come with a price.”

It did. And its price was this: He who held the Answerer could not only not lie, even as it wrested the truth from the lips of others, neither could he cast it away. Manannán had gifted Málik the sword. And now, it would be his burden for eternity unless someone took it from his lifeless body.

No matter… it had served him well enough, and any harm it could do to him had already been done and never again undone—the betrayal of his father, the divulging of his true name… the divulging of Gwendolyn’s rebellion.

When he’d told Gwendolyn he could not lie, that sword was the reason—not because Fae had any complaint against deception.

They were tricksters, every one.

Himself included.

“You say you knew my father?” Málik asked, changing the topic. He did not wish to speak of Manannán, nor the gifts he’d been too young, too stupid and greedy not to accept.

“I did,” said Baugh. “You should know… he came through Skerrabra many, many moons ago, intending to make his peace, and said he meant to go home.”

Home.

Málik blinked, surprised.

Their true home was a place Málik could scarcely even recall—a land of eternal spring, with woodlands of golden poplars, their ageless beauty rivaling even the garden of Appollon. In that place, they had been blessed with long-life, untouched by the ravages of age or disease, and still they’d been tempted to leave it.

Bordered on the north by the furious Okeanos, on the south by the impassible Rhipaion mountains, with the Lands of Eternal Winter at its feet, its peaks were guarded by Grypes and Wyrms, and its valleys by the one-eyed Arimaspoi tribe, from which the Fomorians were descended.

If his father had returned there, it was only because he had kin amongst the Wyrms, but there was no way to know this unless Málik attempted the journey himself. But if he did that, any hope of reuniting with Gwendolyn would be eternally lost.

So then, he could go seek his father…

Or he could wait upon his throne to see if the Fates might be kind.

“My wife’s kinsmen have a tale they tell… of a place called Valhalla… where the warriors will go when they are slain… carried away by Valkyries… said to be the loveliest of angels. And there, they feast eternally.”

Málik said nothing, watching Gwendolyn still. She slowed her pace, approaching still, tilting her head in question.

“Perhaps you may think of your father in such a place… in that house of the dead, where someday his kin will all gather.”

Still, Málik said nothing, his heart heavy despite the act of kindness he sensed this man was attempting to impart.

“Well, it is an excellent story,” Baugh allowed. “Even if it is not true.”

Málik nodded, still watching Gwendolyn’s approach, intending to be done with this conversation by the time she returned.

In like kind, so long as he had searched already, his father’s story must end. It was possible he had gone to Trevena to give up his ghost in that alcove above their city, bestowing upon Gwendolyn a last gift meant to atone for the sins of his son. But… maybe he had returned to Hyperborea to live out his years with the ones who’d begot him. Some things were not meant to be known.

“So tell me,” Baugh persisted. “Why did you lend your warriors to this fight if you stand to gain nothing from its resolution? As Amergin will have it, the fate of our worlds will no longer entwine?”

Málik cast him a pointed glance. “Everything is always entwined,” he argued, and Baugh shrugged.

“Perhaps. But wouldn’t you be better served to keep your armies close to home… to prevent another rebellion?”

“There will be no further rebellions,” said Málik.

“Why?”

“Because I’ve given them what they most desire.”

Baugh nodded, weighing the answer. “So… it is true?”

Málik nodded, but did not feel the need to elaborate.

Once they were done in this realm, he’d given the command to close the last portal. There was no place for magic in this land, and as every spirit departed, the portal’s magic would grow fainter… and fainter… like the dying embers of a once-dazzling flame… Until one day, the last of the piskies, the last will-o’-the-wisps, the last of the Fae would pass through, and the path Betwixt would be closed evermore. This was the price he’d paid for his army—the deal he’d brought to the table. They needn’t believe in the Cornish Queen to fight for her. They simply wanted their affiliation to end.

“Why did you choose to fight?” Málik countered, turning the question, and Baugh scratched his head, then chortled.

“Consider it my parting gift… as my time here will be done when yours is,” he said. “Like your father, I will try my hand at a return to the homeland. I mean to take my wife and return to the Rhipaion valley, leave Caledonia to the likes of Albanactus.”

Gwendolyn’s return silenced both men until Baugh reached out to clap Málik upon the shoulder. “I leave him to you, Dótturbarn,” he said. “Have a care with him.” He gave her a wink. “Even a god’s cock will grow weary if you use it too well.” And with that, he gave his reins a snap and trotted away.

“What was that about?” Gwendolyn asked once he was gone, her cheeks stained with pink. Málik grinned. So it seemed she could sever a head, or run a man through, and bury him with her own two hands, but she was still demure enough to blush. He winked at her. “We’ve fooled no one, so it seems.”

It wasn’t a lie, only a deflection—for her sake. With the coming battle, he did not intend to divert her attention any more than he had already.

“He’s right, you know. Half-bloods do not fare well without the sanctity of marriage.”

“You mean babies!” she squeaked, and her brows collided, a look of horror twisting her features, as though she had never even once considered this consequence of their union. As it was, she needn’t worry about it. The difference between a Fae’s mating and a mortal’s was that Fae could not bear offspring, unless by mutual agreement. She would have to want it, but so, too, would he, and he would not leave a child to be raised without both a mother and a father. She leaned close. “I dislike Baugh asserts himself where he has no right, but, yes, we must have a care.”

“Worry not,” he said, winking again. “There are ways to bring pleasure that do not risk a babe.”

“Have we…?” Gwendolyn asked, and Málik was quick to reassure her, but it wrenched his heart when he spied the look of disappointment that crossed her features, despite her attempt to hide it.

Yet one more thing that would be denied them—the sharing of children.

It galled him, though he would not allow her to see his ire, nor did he intend to share the rest of the conversation he’d had with Baugh.

“When the time is right, you’ll have babes,” he reassured, and Gwendolyn averted her gaze. Because they both knew that if that came to pass, those babes would not be of his blood.
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The very thought made Gwendolyn ill.

She’d not mistaken his tone when he’d assured her she would have babes—only not with him. But she would never take a mortal husband.

Caradoc? Indeed!

He would be better suited to her mother. Eseld was not so old she should forsake her own desires, only because she’d been unfortunate enough to lose a husband through treachery. She had been considering this for weeks now, and the more she thought about it, the more hopeful she became, relishing the thought of little brothers and sisters running about Trevena’s halls. She would teach them how to wield a sword, how to ride a horse… and now that she and Málik had begun to heal their hearts, perhaps they too would have children running about Trevena’s halls…

Unconsciously, her hand moved to her belly, only considering…

Children of two worlds, who could do what she could not in this mortal coil… unite the Fae and mortal realms.

When this war was over, she would find some way to convince Málik to stay, or, if he could not, she would navigate that portal as often as possible, only to see him. There must be some way for them to do what must be done for the sakes of their realms and still be together…
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The first snow fall arrived as they crossed into Parisi lands, but Gwendolyn wasn’t concerned. This was a tribe well aligned with the north. Not only did they contribute another thousand men to her cause, they also provisioned them with more food and supplies, and gave them leave to remain on Parisi lands as long as was necessary to prepare for the journey south. With spirits high, they settled for the winter near Petvaria, and there, huddled through the worst of the weather, remaining through December, January and February.

On the first day of March, a small company of warriors arrived, and Gwendolyn was shocked to discover they were led by Caradoc. Numbering little more than two hundred, the troop included Taryn, Kelan… and… Esme, who rode in on a steed as black as Caradoc’s hair, trotting straight up to Gwendolyn as though she hadn’t a care in this mortal realm.

Gwendolyn watched with arms akimbo as Esme dismounted, holding her tongue despite that she wanted nothing more than to upbraid her. However, as Esme was Esme, she made no apologies, gave no explanations. Nor did she appear the least contrite or uncertain of her welcome. She marched up to Gwendolyn with a toothy grin and gave her a resounding clap on the back.

“What?” she asked as she then hugged Gwendolyn, whispering into her ear. “Did you believe I’d abandon you in your hour of need?”

“Yes,” Gwendolyn hissed, because she had feared this.

However, considering the fact that she had by now reunited with her mother and could no longer blame Esme for that, when it was likely she’d expected they would encounter one another without her help. But that too vexed Gwendolyn, because Esme clearly had no qualms over making a bargain that would eventually be fulfilled without her intervention. Tricksy was what she was.

Also, no thanks to Esme, Gwendolyn won her grandsire to her cause, completely without Esme’s guidance or intervention. Thus, there was no true reason to hold a grudge… and still Gwendolyn wasn’t quite ready to forgive.

“Welcome back,” she said, flicking a glance at Málik, then crossing her arms. “What took you so long?”

Esme had the ill grace to laugh it off. “Oh, you know how it is. You mean to do one thing and something distracts you and before you know it, time has flown.” She, too, cast Málik a glance, but whatever insouciance she pretended at was absent from that dark look.

Málik shrugged.

Meanwhile, Caradoc swung a thick leg over his pommel and slid to the ground. “No welcome for me?” he asked, also casting a glance at Málik, then teased, “And here I thought My Queen would miss me so desperately she would welcome me with open arms and a smack upon the lips.”

“I would love to smack you,” said Gwendolyn lightly, embracing him, pleased enough to see him, though she was hardly in the mood to banter. “However, I’m afraid you’ll have to beg your kisses from Esme,” she said.

“Oh, I tried!” said Caradoc without shame. “That rabid little Elf threatened to bite off my cock, and I am quite fond of it.”

Despite herself, Gwendolyn laughed. “Yes, I am certain,” she said, and then she turned her attention to Taryn and Kelan, asking after Ely and the babe.

“Any day now,” Kelan revealed.

Gwendolyn felt at once contrite for taking him away from Ely when she doubtless had the most need of him, but it was not to be helped. They would need every man and woman they could muster to win this battle.

She hugged Kelan, then turned to Taryn, leaning close. “Did you bring it?”

Taryn nodded, pulling the pack from her shoulders and showing Gwendolyn its contents. Yew poison. Plenty to inoculate full half of their arrows.

Before leaving Trevena, she had tasked Taryn with learning the art of this poisoning from their fletchers, and to gathering what she could from the ancient Yew tree. “We also brought more than a thousand shafts, but they must be made.”

“See it done,” Gwendolyn said, but she didn’t take the satchel.

She’d never told Locrinus about this practice of theirs, and she was glad now that she had not. Their archers would ensure they had fewer men to contend with over the course of the battle.

She sent Taryn to work with the archers, to show them how to prepare the arrows. And then, giving Esme a pointed glance, she took Caradoc aside to consult with him alone, listening to his news. Then, later, she slipped away to her tent to consider all she’d learned…

Lir had spoken true. The city was returning to its former self. Trade had all but resumed, and it was Ely’s idea to hire mercenaries to defend the city so Caradoc and his troops could join Gwendolyn’s army. But few that there were—less than twenty—it was not worth involving them in the fight against Locrinus, nor did Gwendolyn have the gold to pay a foreign army when nearly every piece of gold, every gem they owned was now in Loc’s possession. The men and women who would fight for Gwendolyn would not fight for pay; they fought for freedom. But it was wise of Ely to trade twenty paid soldiers for twenty soldiers who believed in this cause. To keep them honest, the pay would not be given until Gwendolyn returned victorious, and in the meantime, the city would be in no danger for the same reason Loc and his brothers had abandoned it.

As for the timing of their arrival in Petvaria, they did not learn all that Gwendolyn had achieved until Esme arrived to inform them, though how Esme should know was anybody’s guess—probably the same way the Druids learned about Aengus’ death. As the Púca once explained, time was not the same in the mortal world. For Gwendolyn’s part, she could only account for little more than a sennight after Málik pushed her through that portal, but if she had, in fact, been gone from the village for more than two moons, as Bryn had claimed, that was more than enough time for the Llanrhos Order to have received the news, then make their way to Trevena from Mona, and still arrive in time to celebrate with the Druids in Lifer Pol.

Whatever the case, Locrinus was not privy to this same conduit of information so he should sit there sucking eels with his mistress, none the wiser, since, according to Esme, he still did not know Gwendolyn had a growing army at her command.

“How do you know this?” Gwendolyn had asked.

Esme lifted her fingers to examine her claws. “I have my ways,” she’d replied with a smile, and that was as much as she would reveal—aside from the fact that he did, in fact, know that Gwendolyn had retaken Trevena. But in his arrogance, he believed her trembling behind those gates, afeared to leave. Little did he realize. Gwendolyn was not the child-bride he’d wed, nor was she any longer so innocent, and gods save anyone who stood before Gwendolyn and retribution…

“Have you a moment?” came a soft query at the door of her tent, and before Gwendolyn could gather her thoughts to respond, Esme had already entered.

She walked directly to Gwendolyn, drawing something from her shoulder pack, handing it to Gwendolyn… the crown she’d fashioned from Gwendolyn’s curls… and then wore on her own brow at her father’s court.

“Please,” Esme begged. “It is yours,” she insisted, but it was a long moment before Gwendolyn could take the crown from her without hurling it back at her.

Finally, she did, though not without some bitterness.

“It is not the crown you seek now, nor, in truth, will it win you Cornwall’s throne, but you may someday have need of it.” She smiled then, and Gwendolyn still said nothing. She set it aside, laying it down at her own feet, then returned her attention to the sharpening of Kingslayer, as Esme moved to the cot, then sat herself atop it without a by-your-leave. “Do you loathe me now?”

It was a thick-skulled question.

And despite the possibility that Gwendolyn might say yes, Esme did not seem the least bit upset—not truly.

“No,” said Gwendolyn, flicking Esme a glance to spy the corners of her lips lifting.

Cursing beneath her breath, Gwendolyn endeavored to ignore her, returning her attention to the care of her weapon, still vexed, though hardly in the mood to fight, when, in truth, she had Esme to thank for so much. And despite this, her pride could not be so easily soothed. She had spent weeks hoping for Esme’s return—dying inside because she needed to know about her mother. And not for one moment had Esme considered releasing her from this torment.

Time flew—pah!

Both silent now, they sat together in Gwendolyn’s tent, Esme atop that cot, whilst Gwendolyn continued polishing her sword—more vigorously now, wanting to say so much more and unable to speak a single word for fear of losing her temper.

“I knew you would not need me,” Esme explained after a while. Gwendolyn said nothing, so Esme continued, “And clearly, you did not. I believe in you, Gwendolyn, and yes, I left my father’s court… to grieve. No matter what else he may have been, he was also my father.” She did not cry, but her eyes glittered suspiciously, and Gwendolyn’s heart softened because Esme must have known what Gwendolyn would be forced to do in order to win her sword, and not for a moment had she considered stopping her. She sighed.

“I loved him no matter, and seeing his…”

Head. Gwendolyn winced, stopping with the polishing of her sword, laying it aside to give Esme her full attention. “I am sorry,” she said at last. “I did not consider that. I believed⁠—”

“I loathed him?” Esme shook her head. “He was not the father he should have been. His bitterness produced a monster, and I know his death was the right thing for everyone. Come what may, I’d never, ever choose him over you… but… still… it crushes… my heart.”

Every bit of Gwendolyn’s enmity fled at once. She longed to hug Esme, but sat, uncertainly, because she’d never witnessed Esme with tears. “Where did you go?” she asked softly.

Esme shrugged. “For a while… to a place I love…” She smiled then, showing teeth. “And then to Trevena to keep that scoundrel from growing too comfortable in your absence.”

Gwendolyn’s lips quivered on the verge of a smile. “Thank you.”

“I am so proud of you,” Esme said, her smile growing wider, revealing all her porbeagle teeth. And even now, it was a smile that was frightening—despite knowing that Gwendolyn herself was Fae.

“I suppose you know…”

Esme tilted her head. “Know?”

“Well… that I know everything,” Gwendolyn said, and at hearing this, Esme replied, “Do you?” Her eyes once again glinted, but this time not with tears.

“Yes,” Gwendolyn said. “I know I am Fae. I know you kept that truth from me, and I know you are the one who gave me my… gifts… dubious though they might be.”

“I was only trying to help. But I did not decide alone,” argued Esme.

“Nay,” Gwendolyn allowed. “But I know that as well, and I am grateful for all the sacrifices she made for me, no matter that we did not share the same blood.”

They were speaking of Málik’s mother now—and Gwendolyn still did not know her name, but she understood well enough that to ask a Fae to give their name was the greatest form of disrespect, even if they no longer lived.

Esme’s eyes shone. “She did it for Málik… and in part… for me.”

Gwendolyn’s brows drew together. “For you?”

Esme nodded. “You could not know this, but I loved you fiercely, Gwendolyn, and I would have done anything for you—anything!” She sighed, then continued, “It is also why I risked Málik’s wrath to meet you in the Druid village, to gift you that sword.” She hitched her chin at the sword Gwendolyn had been polishing. “It is also why I was so willing to betray him by revealing his true name… and I would have given you mine, too.”

“But you do not have to,” Gwendolyn said, and Esme stood, then came to where Gwendolyn sat, reaching down and taking Gwendolyn by the hand, drawing her up to stand before her. “Is the name Gráinne familiar to you?”

Gwendolyn shook her head.

“It should be.” She smiled half-heartedly. “Shall I reveal yours?”

“Mine?” Gwendolyn blinked now, gazing into Esme’s beautiful green eyes, only beginning to glean a sense of… something.

Esme squeezed her hand. “Sweet Curcog,” she whispered. “Manannán entrusted me with your true name, but I never revealed it. He sent you to Court as Niamh of the Golden hair, and only Málik and I knew this.”

“Why?”

“Because, Gwendolyn…”

Gwendolyn swallowed convulsively as Esme bent to kiss her upon the cheek, then drew away, with tears sparkling in her lashes.

“On the eve of your greatest trial, I cannot allow you to go on without baring my heart—without speaking our truth.” She pulled Gwendolyn to the cot, begging her to sit, and once they were seated together, she again took Gwendolyn’s hand, and said gently, “You are my sister.” Gwendolyn’s eyes widened, then stung, and Esme reached out to swipe a finger across her cheek. “It is true as the grass is green, and the sky is blue, Gwendolyn. You are my true-blood sister. Our mother was Ethniu. You are her daughter with Manannán, my father was Aengus Óg.”

Gwendolyn stared unblinking at Esme’s face, wishing with all her heart that she could remember only a fraction of this life they had shared.

“Do you remember none of this?”

Gwendolyn shook her head.

Esme smiled sadly. “What I did to separate you from Málik, I did at my father’s behest. I gave him a potion to turn his heart from you, not because I loved him, but because I loved you, and did not wish for him to seek you.”

“But why?”

She tilted Gwendolyn the most tender look. “Because… I will always choose you, Gwendolyn. I did not trust Málik to do the same. Aengus was enraged when Málik asked for your hand, and you were already so weak. I feared the worst, and, at the time, Málik was still his bootlicker.” Her lips turned. “So I offered Málik a potion and took him for my own. Only when he discovered my ruse, he reviled me, left me, and went to seek you. Alas, I should have known a potion without true love would never last, and still I tried… for you. This is the secret I withheld from my father—the place we hid your soul.”

Gwendolyn’s thoughts spun. This story seemed impossible, even surreal. And yet, looking into Esme's earnest green eyes, she felt a sense of the truth.

“I was mistaken, perhaps. Alas, though, if I had it to do all over again, I would like to say I would have told Málik the truth, but I am sure I would not have, because… my father knew his true name, and for that alone, I’d change nought.” More tears welled in her eyes, but they did not fall.

Gwendolyn nodded and squeezed Esme’s hand. “I… will need time to consider all you have told me,” Gwendolyn said after what felt like an eternity had passed, and Esme nodded understanding.

“Take the time you need,” she said, releasing Gwendolyn’s hand as she rose from the bed, turning to leave the room when Gwendolyn called to her.

“Esme…”

Esme turned to look at her.

“Thank you… for telling me the truth.”

With a smile and nod of acknowledgement, Esme started back out of the tent, but then turned once more to say, her voice coy as ever, “By the by… I really do not intend to make it a habit to bed the men who love you, Gwendolyn, but am I to believe that for Bryn, you might approve?”

Gwendolyn nodded, smiling, and without another word, Esme ducked out of the tent.
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Blood and bones.

All her life Gwendolyn had lived as an only child, with a mother and father who’d cared for her, no matter how it once appeared. Now, she had a sister, two fathers, two mothers, and an entire life she had no memory of.

It was so confusing to live with the echo of another life, but more than that, she was torn between her two selves—the mortal who, though taught from her first breath to fight like a man, was primed only to support a man; and the Fae creature whose blood gave her the key to Claímh Solais. Despite everything she had accomplished, Gwendolyn did not yet feel she’d proven herself well enough for these men to fight to the death on her behalf. Up to this point, it had proven a relatively simple task to rally troops to this cause. But they followed Gwendolyn only because she had convinced Baugh, or persuaded Caradoc, or simply because she could wield a burning sword. But she knew it would take far more than mere acquiescence to win a fight against Locrinus, who still held the advantage.

It would take fervor for the cause—a devotion born of faith, not fear, and Gwendolyn was coming to appreciate how difficult this was to win.

No wonder Locrinus ascribed to the politics of fear.

This morning, as she knelt by the pond, she peered hard into the undisturbed water, scrutinizing the human visage staring back. Here and now, she longed to spy that changeling with the porbeagle teeth… But the face was her own—and lest anyone mistake this; it was Gwendolyn of Cornwall, daughter and heir to King Corineus, not the daughter of Manannán and Ethniu. She had the same golden curls, but this was indubitably the face of a mortal, without pointy ears or fangs, and the lines that had etched themselves into the corner of her eyes and mouth spoke to a vulnerability she would be foolish not to consider when death was a very real possibility of the battle she would soon engage.

Gwendolyn sighed.

Having left everyone to the breaking of the fast, she had slipped away to find a moment’s respite, half expecting Málik to follow. But it was Bryn who came to find her—and perhaps that was a good thing because Gwendolyn was thoroughly confused. She didn’t know how to feel about anything right now—not Málik, nor Baugh, nor Manannán, nor Esme.

Most certainly not the battle to come.

With only a few more days to travel before reaching Iceni lands, they were nearing the end of this campaign, and despite all her recent accomplishments, she had only one more tribe to seek before facing Locrinus—one small tribe, and she worried how they would receive her.

What if Loc had already convinced them to ally with him?

What if they refused her?

What then if the Brigantes had also joined him, and her army faced an army fifteen-thousand strong?

“I did not see you break your fast,” said Bryn as he approached.

“I… wasn’t hungry,” Gwendolyn confessed, and she reached down to scoop up a handful of cool water to splash upon her face. It was icy against her cheeks, but she welcomed it, hoping it would clear the fog in her head.

And the storm brewing in her heart…

“Art troubled?” Bryn examined her with knowing eyes and Gwendolyn studied him a long moment before deciding she might as well confess… in part.

“I had hoped to conscript another thousand warriors,” she said, and he gave her a look that said he wasn’t the least concerned. Yet Gwendolyn was.

“With Iceni and Cantium, there should be another fifteen hundred. That would bring us closer to ten.”

Unlike Bryn, Gwendolyn wasn’t so certain the Iceni would pledge their own, much less urge Cantium to join Gwendolyn’s cause. “Those tribes were fiercely opposed to my father’s rule,” she pointed out, and, indeed, it was for that reason she had left them for the end of this campaign, because she had hoped to face them with an army far greater than Loc’s. As yet, she could not, in good conscience, claim such a feat.

She sat, then turned to face Bryn, commanding him to sit down beside her, patting the ground. He obeyed at once, and for a long while, the two of them sat silently, merely enjoying the quietude of the forest.

The days were a little warmer now.

The trillium ready to blossom.

The trees were filling with new leaves, and the sky was half concealed by the canopy of green. Spring had come, but the gruesome scene that had been playing before her eyes since last night was not this beautiful forest, but the rivers of blood that would flow before justice could be served.

It weighed heavily upon her.

“Gwen…” he began, his voice hesitant, perhaps because he’d dared to address her so familiarly. “I trust you’ll find the way.”

She heard his hope, and the last thing Gwendolyn wished to do was infect him with her doubt, so she offered a smile. “I am sure you speak true,” she said.

And then, with a note of good humor, she added, “I’ve Claímh Solais, haven’t I? How could we lose?” In jesting, she dared to find some solace in the sword's promise—after all, wasn’t it said that he who wielded the Sword of Light could not lose? She would soon enough test that, but unfortunately, this would hold no promises for the rest of her army, nor any of the people she loved—Bryn, for one.

She sighed again, plucking up a blade of grass, pulling it between her fingers, realizing that this could well be the last chance she and Bryn would ever have to sit alone and reminisce, and the reality of this truth was a bitter draught.

She smiled, this time fondly. “Do you remember that day we found the Giant’s House near Fowey?”

Bryn’s eyes twinkled with mirth. He laughed, and the sound was rich and deep—the voice of a man. “You mean that fortress we ‘stole from Gogmagog’?”

Gwendolyn giggled. “How we used to play at make-believe,” she said, then added. “I believe it was Demelza who told us that the house was built by a tribe of giants hurling stones in a game of Quoits.”

“Quoits,” Bryn said, chuckling low. He drew up his knees, put his arms around them, and nodded disbelievingly over the memory.

“How ludicrous this now seems,” Gwendolyn agreed.

His eyes crinkled. “You were an attentive audience,” he said. “No matter how outlandish her tales, you took them as truth.”

Indeed, some of what Demelza had told her had turned out to be more true than Bryn could know, but some of it was certainly tall-tales. She inclined her head. “Yes… well… I suppose I did.” A wistful smile played upon her lips. “I am so pleased we found her alive and well—your mother, too.”

Bryn shook his head. “Me too. Ely will be amazed. I encouraged my mother to deliver a message to tell her sooner than later.”

“Will your mother remain in Skerrabra, or will she return to Trevena, did she say?”

He nodded. “I believe she would like to return… for Ely.” He tossed a hand out to indicate their surroundings, and said, “For obvious reasons, I’d not see her travel yet, but when the war is over, I will fetch her myself.”

“Of course,” Gwendolyn said, and Bryn nodded, then lifted a dark brow.

“I was… surprised to hear she never loved my father and that she grieves not at all.”

“And you?” Gwendolyn dared. “Do you?”

Bryn seemed to consider this question for a long moment, then shook his head. But the silence lengthened between them, and she wondered if he was thinking of that night they’d found Talwyn in her father’s chamber—the cruel words he’d spoken. Gwendolyn knew Bryn had forgiven her for his father’s death, and she was grateful for it. But she was still having a difficult time of it herself—not simply Talwyn’s, but Aengus, as well. And these were but two lives she had ended. Although she felt differently about the men she’d put down in Brigantes, these were all still lives taken, and before the battle was done, she would extinguish many more.

It was a terrible weight to carry when she understood that, except for Locrinus and Estrildis, every one of those men who would fight against her was doing what they thought was just and right. She had done the right thing to ask Freydis to keep those prisoners as long as she could. When the war was over, and Locrinus was gone, she had every faith that they would reconsider their loyalties.

Peering at Bryn, she lifted a brow. “I suppose I should tell you that Esme has sought my blessing…”

He feigned at surprise, his shining black hair falling across his eyes. “For what?”

Gwendolyn lifted her chin, then a second brow, because, truly, she did not know what Esme was asking blessings for—to love Bryn?

To bed him?

To what?

Bryn’s cheeks turned red. “And what did you say?”

“Nothing,” Gwendolyn admitted. “Esme will do what Esme will do.”

Bryn pressed her. “But how do you feel about it?”

Gwendolyn tilted him a sideways glance. “I’ve told you true, Bryn. I only wish you to be happy, and if Esme is the one who will make it so, I wish this for you.”

His shoulders relaxed then. “I believe she might be the one.” He smiled hopefully, and in that moment, Gwendolyn vowed to support any decision he made, including following Esme into the Fae realms. If, like Emrys, Bryn should wish to join her there, Gwendolyn would never stand in his way.

“Good,” she said, and then, unwilling to foster any more secrets, she confessed everything else Esme had revealed—everything.

“Sisters?” he said and whistled. Lifting a hand to his head, he rubbed like a nervous little boy. “Do not detest me for saying so, Gwendolyn… but I can too easily believe this…”

Gwendolyn laughed, shoving him with the pad of her hand, because she knew him well enough to know it wasn’t intended to be flattery, no matter how he might feel about Esme.

“Alas,” he said. “One cannot be queen without a bit of hubris, and you’ve more than your share.” He made a face, and Gwendolyn smacked him again.

“And truly,” he persisted. “As I’ve said, I always knew there was something… odd… about you.”

“Art hoping I will kill you now, so you needn’t worry about the battle?” She smirked.

“No. But really,” he added. “I am so proud of you, Gwendolyn—this is why I intend to follow you till my dying breath, and Esme will as well. I promise you, I did not know about any of the things Esme revealed, but I knew she loved you.” He ducked his head, embarrassed. “It is the thing we bonded over.”

“That and more,” Gwendolyn teased. “Alas,” she said, her mood darkening again. “You well may follow me to the grave. A most impressive sight they might be, but we are still very much outnumbered.”

“No matter,” said Bryn, grinning. “You have Esme on your side.” He laughed and shook his head. “Truly, she alone will fell a hundred!”

Another length of silence fell between them, and when Bryn spoke again, Gwendolyn could hear the pride in his voice. “Have you seen her wield a blade?”

Of course, Gwendolyn had—in the Brigantes’ woods when they were set upon by Loc’s brigands—but Gwendolyn didn’t have the chance to remind him of that because he continued sober as an alderman.

“Only consider this… you’ve two thousand Fae warriors in your company. If each one fells a hundred men, you’ve still the advantage. They alone give you the strength of twenty thousand!”

Gwendolyn lifted her brow. That was puffery, at best, but she didn’t have the heart to deny him that hope. “From your lips to the gods’ ears,” she allowed, and then she slapped herself on the thigh and rose.

“Come, now. Let us return. Before they come searching.” She offered him her hand, dragging him to his feet, and together they made their way back to camp. But as they neared, and the clanking of armor and the sounds of soldiers training filling Gwendolyn’s ears, she squared her shoulders.

“There you are,” said Taryn, rushing to greet them. “Thank the gods! You’d best stop those two eejits—your grandfather and Caradoc will kill each other before Locrinus has the chance!”

Gwendolyn rolled her eyes. “Excellent,” she said.

The two old fools had begun sparring weeks ago, after Caradoc joined them in Petvaria, and they were a bit too evenly matched. Now, they appeared intent upon proving their superiority, at the expense of losing two valuable warriors. And then suddenly, Gwendolyn knew how to settle their dispute and perhaps how to ease her own disquietude as well—put to rest any lingering doubts about her own worth. It was one thing to take a man’s head by surprise—even a king’s—still another to face him evenly and best him. And this was perhaps at the heart of her malaise over leading these men into battle.

“Where are they?” she asked.

Taryn hitched her chin toward the glade and said, “There.”

Bryn’s voice filled with misgiving. “Blood and bones! Art planning to do what I believe you are? You should not, Gwendolyn! The last thing we need is for Baugh or Caradoc—either—to abandon us before the fight.”

Ignoring Bryn, Gwendolyn nodded to Taryn, veering towards the glade, her stride purposeful. Those men needed a good lesson and though now was not the time to test the Sword of Light—lest someone call her a cheater—it was as good a time as any to test herself and them as well.
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As Gwendolyn neared the glade, the clang of steel against steel grew louder, and a rumble of voices cheered and jeered in equal measure.

She drew her Kingslayer, at once empowered by the blade in her hand, swinging it a time or two to remember its weight and balance. It had been too long since she’d practiced herself, and longer yet since she’d wielded her weapon in battle.

At the sight of her, the men all parted, eyes wide with apprehension. Whispers erupted in her wake, and though Gwendolyn felt some trepidation over challenging Caradoc, she swallowed it down.

She could not afford to second-guess herself.

Not now.

Her grandfather and Caradoc were circling one another, each waiting for an opening to attack. Neither seemed aware of her approach until one spectator shouted out a warning for them to stop and the sparring came to an abrupt halt as both men turned to face Gwendolyn, blinking in surprise.

“Dótturbarn?” said Baugh, clearly confused, his hefty brows colliding, and for a moment, he looked so like a young boy, blinking innocently—caught amid some childish play. But Baugh was the elder of the two, and despite that, with his greater size, he would present a challenge. She turned from him to face Caradoc, who was only a tad smaller, but quicker and far more battle-worn.

Neither man would present an easy victory.

Caradoc met her gaze unflinchingly, his eyes twinkling with mischief. “Is our fair queen here to settle our score?”

A round of raucous laughter burst forth from those observing, but it was quickly replaced by a dumbfounded silence as they registered Gwendolyn’s intent to fight him. A slow grin unfurled. “I am,” she said.

Caradoc’s dark eyes glinted with interest. “Will you foreswear your Elf and wed with me if I win?”

“No,” said Gwendolyn evenly, without apology. “You would oblige me to cut off your pretty little cock, and then we would most certainly be at odds when I take away your favorite toy.”

“Little?” he said.

Gwendolyn shrugged.

“But you think it pretty?”

“According to your own high praise!”

Caradoc barked with laughter.

“Fight me,” she demanded, extending her sword and pointing it at Caradoc, all mirth vanished from her countenance. “Give no mercy, and I will offer none. Let us see which of us is the better swordsman.”

“You are not a man,” he pointed out.

“And so you believe this means I cannot win?”

“I did not say that.”

Gwendolyn persisted. “Fight me now, Caradoc, or cease with the crowing.”

Caradoc’s grin widened as he took a step back, raising his weapon. “As you wish, my queen,” he said with a bow, and it was accompanied by the unmistakable glimmer of lust in his dark eyes—yet this was the last time he’d ever look at her that way, Gwendolyn vowed. She would not be some token queen, a leader of warriors only because she wore a golden crown or brandished a burning sword. With a bellow, she launched herself at Caradoc, their swords crashing.

The onlookers, now realizing this was a test of strength and skill, erupted into cheers, some shouting words of encouragement to Caradoc, while others stared, slack-jawed, at the scene unfolding before them. Gwendolyn did not take offense at their support of Caradoc. After all, she was a woman, and they expected him to win.

But he would not win.

She had a point to prove here, and she would make it clear.

Her grip on Kingslayer tightened as she prepared again to advance. Remembering everything Málik ever taught her, she held the sword ready, sidestepping Caradoc’s fierce advances with grace.

He was bigger, but not faster.

Neither was he nearly as skilled.

Their swords clashed, sparks flying as the two danced a deadly gavotte.

Over and over, Gwendolyn matched Caradoc's attacks, parrying his thrusts, countering with her own. Her heart pounded in her breast, but she pushed on, refusing to yield. Eventually, Caradoc’s breath came in ragged gasps as they moved together, but there was no faltering on his end. He was a formidable opponent, his strength and determination making him a worthy adversary.

The fight went on, each stroke ringing out like a bell in the clearing's stillness, the crowd watching with awe.

At one point, Caradoc lunged, and Gwendolyn sidestepped just in time, allowing him to stumble off balance. She spun to face him again, and he grinned at her as he righted himself, delighted by her tenacity. But it wasn’t long before his advances came with grunts and groans. Still, he parried easily, with a hint of mischief in his eyes, though, as Gwendolyn continued to press him, his expression shifted to one of surprise and then to grudging respect. And still he fought with everything he had, whilst all their warriors gathered to watch.

The crowd grew larger, attracting others who had, at first grown bored with yet another clash between two prideful, old men.

But this was not that—this was their queen, the woman who claimed she should lead them, and, one by one, they gathered to see what she could do.

At one point, Gwendolyn noted even Baugh looked on with a mixture of shock and admiration. She felt the weight of all eyes upon her but didn’t allow it to distract her, keeping her attention solely upon Caradoc, anticipating every swing and every thrust with an uncanny intuition, answering his attacks with swift retaliations of her own. When suddenly he thrust deeply, the sword’s point sliding beneath her armpit, scarcely missing the flesh of her arm, she came close enough to grasp his hilt, then simply took the sword out of his hand. The look on his face was one of unbridled surprise—as though no one had ever taken his sword.

With a grin, Gwendolyn then pulled him close to press Kingslayer’s sharp edge against his throat. “Yield!” she demanded, and she watched with steady eyes, victorious but not gloating, awaiting his surrender.

At last, Caradoc fell to his knees, breathless and beaten. “I yield!” he shouted. “I yield,” he said again, voicing it loudly as sweat dripped from his forehead.

To his credit, he did not explain away her maneuver with excuses, and Gwendolyn would never confess it, but she felt giddier than a child with a tart.

“Care to try again?” she said with a wink, and Caradoc lifted both his brows, and for the first time perhaps ever, refrained from indulging his laddish ego by turning the jest into a lewd suggestion.

“I said, yield,” he said, throwing his hands into the air, and the onlookers erupted into laughter and applause, with ovations echoing across the glade.

Gwendolyn removed her sword from his neck, stepped back, and smiled.

“Long live the Queen!” someone shouted, and soon others began to chant and Gwendolyn’s heart beat against her ribs, triumph coursing through her veins.

She locked eyes with her grandfather, who gave her a nod, acknowledging her victory, and then her gaze searched for Málik only to discover him standing to one side, arms crossed in a manner that said he never once doubted her. His beautiful smile was one of praise, his lips curving wickedly in a dazzling display of sharp—very sharp—white teeth.
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Aleader must know what he knew but know better what he did not know.

This was perhaps her father’s greatest counsel, and Gwendolyn had long ago determined that the Catuvellauni chieftain would provide her the greatest tactical support for the battle against Locrinus. She might not have the numbers without Baugh, but Caradoc was the first to place his trust in her, and without him, she would not have had any chance for the return of Trevena.

It could also be argued that, without Caradoc, she’d not have made it so far as the underlands, much less to the north.

All gratitude aside, he knew these eastern lands better than anyone, and with the loss of his Plowonida, he had more at stake than anyone except Gwendolyn. If they could not oust Locrinus, Caradoc would remain king of nothing.

Beyond the battle, Gwendolyn would also need loyal allies, and she sensed in Caradoc a loyal friend, despite his maddening pugnacity. Whether Esme had had any part in rallying him to this battle, he’d come of his own accord with the greatest part of his remaining troops. And, if she intended for these tribes to respect her, and to look to her beyond the coming battle, she must not only show them a powerful leader, but an ally worthy of their trust and capable of heeding their counsel.

And far more practically, neither would it hurt to soothe his sore male pride, and to reassure him she still had faith in him. But considering his pompous way, she wasn’t in any hurry to put him out of his misery.

At first light the following morning, as her men busied themselves with preparations for departure, Gwendolyn took a pass throughout the camp, inspecting the men’s armor, lending an ear to any who sought advice or shared concerns, mindful of the shift in their demeanor. Many of these warriors were youths, and it was a far different combat they would face against Locrinus than the piffling skirmishes they had engaged in whilst defending their provinces. At the least, if Gwendolyn would send them to a battle that could very well put them in a grave, she should know their faces, if not their names. “Wear something beneath,” she advised one lad. “If you wear that without padding, you will find yourself skewered by the first arrow.”

She knew well that Caradoc watched her.

“From now until the battle,” she advised another soldier, tugging at his leathers. “Do not remove this even whilst you sleep. You can barely move your arms, but you need it to stretch.”

To another man, who sat cleaning his sword, she remarked, “That’s quite the exquisite weapon. Do you know how to use it?”

The young man nodded. “My father was a blacksmith. He taught me to polish and sharpen his blades.”

Gwendolyn nodded. “And did he teach you to wield it, too?”

The young man nodded again, and Gwendolyn moved along, knowing there was only so much she could help during these final hours.

And no matter, she would try imparting bits of wisdom wherever she could—everything she had learned throughout her life’s training.

And all the while, Caradoc observed her, taking her measure.

Yesterday’s challenge hadn’t changed him one bit. He was still loud and obnoxious, but her win against him had perhaps lifted her in his eyes. His gruff acknowledgment when she passed his tent spoke more than words. With a rueful twist of his lips, he offered her a salute, then returned to packing his belongings. Gwendolyn meant to leave him to wallow in the stew of his loss only a little while longer, so that when she lifted him again, he would know it for the honor she meant it to be. In the meantime, they had plenty to do. It would take half the morning to pack. They had gained so much since leaving Trevena—not simply the army, but the northern tribes had supplied them with weapons for everyone, and tents against the weather. All else was supplied by the Parisi. They were a veritable army now, every man brandishing a suitable weapon and, at the very least, hardened leather. It was a far cry from the measly troop of five she’d set out with from Trevena, and Gwendolyn counted it her good fortune that all five companions were still alive and well and ready to fight. Only now that they were getting so close to the ending battle, a thread of foreboding crept through her veins. But she must remain strong for her troops, so she tamped it down, revealing nothing, keeping her spirits high for the sake of the campaign.

“I smell victory,” said Málik, brushing up beside her on his way to collect his hoard. He didn’t stop, merely turned to walk backwards, his blue eyes shining with pride, and it was all Gwendolyn could do not to pounce upon him, cast herself into his arms, kiss him soundly. Her body’s response to his presence was immediate, but she placed her hands behind her back, lest she be tempted to seize him before he could pass, giving him a wink and daring the most ribald rejoinder. “Is that what you scent?” A bit of Caradoc had rubbed off on her.

Málik answered with a throaty chuckle, and his beautiful lips slid into the most wicked smirk. “You are self-assured this morn,” he said.

Though Gwendolyn was anything but, she gave him a quick lift of her chin. “Indeed,” she said. “I am the Dragon Queen, am I not?”

Again, he chuckled, winking as he said, “Well, Dragon Queen… mayhap you will spar with me later… in private?”

For that, Gwendolyn had no answer. Her thoughts at once turning to the sparring he’d liked to engage in, and even now, the thought of it left her weak in the knees…

And then he was gone, and Gwendolyn, despite the muddle he’d stuck in her head, moved along to the next group of soldiers, until she had visited every tent, taking time to hear everyone’s concerns—few that were voiced.

Of course, no one dared to mention the most obvious—the as yet uneven match between her army and Loc’s. But hope was a powerful inspiration, and Bryn must be right. Once they added the Iceni to their numbers, they would have close to Loc’s ten. It simply could not be possible that the Iceni would ever side with Locrinus, despite any rivalry they had with Caradoc or Gwendolyn’s now-dead father. If the Iceni could have found honor in the taking of Plowonida, they would have done so themselves, and that Locrinus had committed the sin of stealing someone else’s lands would not endear him to their favor.

Later that afternoon, she gave Caradoc the news, assigning him the lead, trusting him to determine the best possible route to keep their troops safe and out of sight.

With their army grown so large, it might be impossible to conceal their numbers, but Gwendolyn would like to at least try maintaining an element of surprise—and perhaps they could with Fae intervention. She did not fail to note how easily they had avoided travelers on the journey north, and she suspected the mist was Málik’s doing. So that evening, when they stopped to make camp on the last of the Parisi beaches, she found Málik to press this issue.

It was time she knew something of her own Fae history, and Málik, unburdened by his former ties to Aengus, proved forthcoming.

Yes, they had created the Féth on the journey north, but it had been an effort of the entire company. They did not conjure one on the journey south, because “magic,” as men were wont to call it, was simply the ability to harness the spirit of the Aether. All things “magic” were merely derived through and from nature. It was this same weave of energy that flowed through Málik’s veins—the same he’d fed into Gwendolyn during their lovemaking. She blushed hotly over that explanation.

Despite Esme’s claim to the contrary, it was not “blood” Fae craved, nor could they replenish themselves through human blood. It was only through the exchange with other Fae—sanctioned through mates—that their own abilities could be enhanced. But this was not a bond entered lightly, because not all Fae had the same abilities, and, most crucially, the sharing of “royal” blood could introduce chaos if the blood of the Elite were shared unwisely. The different houses were all quite distinct, he explained, and the last time bloodlines were mixed—between the Fae and the sons of Míl—it begot Fomorians, many of whom suffered deformities born of the tainted blood. The politics of this age were more complicated than was necessary for the moment, but this resulted in the death of Núada at the hands of Balor. Later, once the Fae lost their link to the lands Above, they’d also lost access to a considerable part of the Source. Even as the Brothers’ Pact sought to limit any one tribe’s power and influence over the isles, the Fae also had laws to govern their use of magic in the mortal realm, including wards to prevent the discharge of magic from Below.

This was also why the Fae were so enraged with Málik’s father for allowing them to be exiled from the mortal world. The Féth Manannán cast thereafter held a powerful ward that disallowed any Fae from drawing upon the Source from either realm. And, Manannán, for all his ploys, and despite his own exile from the Fae realms, somehow kept for himself the one freehold that itself was a land Betwixt—the Isle of Man. From there, he could torment both realms.

He looked pointedly at Gwendolyn, and when she thought he must be asking if she remembered the Isle of Man, she quickly shook her head. Of course, she did not.

He continued to explain that, only from the Betwixt, was it possible to draw upon the Source from both realms, and the further they ventured away from those portals, the less they had to draw upon. This was also why the Fae had grown so woeful and angry over the collapse of their new city when they’d attempted to build Tír na nÓg so near to the Lake of Fire. Recreating that city repeatedly depleted them of magic. And so, Málik expounded, until he, as king, enjoined them to defend the mortal lands, only those with royal blood could enter the Betwixt—Málik, Esme, his father, a few others. And, of course, Aengus made use of this, creating the City of Light with Manannán’s help, and their gratitude to him was sealed from that moment till the Fae rebellion exposed his dealings with Manannán Mac Lir.

Once again, Málik peered at Gwendolyn expectantly, and again she shook her head, crossing her arms, uncertain why he would do so.

What could she know about their Fae rebellion? All she ever knew was that Esme was a conspirator, and that Málik was a sympathizer. At this moment, Gwendolyn had far more important things to consider—such as how to keep her troops safe till the ultimate confrontation with Locrinus.

“What about piskies?” Gwendolyn asked, her thoughts returning to the existence of magic so far from the portals. She was curious.

“Piskies are not Fae,” he explained. “Neither are will-o’-the-wisps, nor Faerie flames—they are but manifestations of the Source.”

“And the Púca?” she asked, missing the little creature, despite his ornery little self.

“Related to Wyrms and Grypes,” he explained.

The Púca’s were once plentiful in the underlands but were native to the Lands of Eternal Winter at the foot of the Rhipaion mountains. They came following the son of the Great Wyrm—Málik’s father, a dark shifter god whose own sire was King of Hyperborea. And though Málik did not say so, Gwendolyn assumed this would mean he shared the gods’ blood as well.

As for Loc’s claim that he’d met a helmsman from Hyperborea, that was not precisely true. Rather, it happened his father’s ship, before landing on Pretania’s shores, had encountered one of Manannán’s kelpies en route from Ériu. And when the Hyperborean challenged his vessel, Brutus met the challenge, and instead of losing his ship, and every man and woman aboard, he’d won a small favor from Manannán. “The alloy he then used to create his new age of weapons?” Gwendolyn surmised, and Málik nodded.

“Locrinus was never present for the exchange,” he pointed out. “The story of the helmsman is a lie. It was Brutus’ tale to tell, not his, though Urien most certainly was there as well.”

Poor Urien. Gwendolyn had no regret for not marrying this man, but he, too, had been dealt an injustice by Loc.

Nothing about Locrinus would surprise her anymore.

“But I warrant you this,” Málik said. “Nothing Manannán ever did was done without forethought. If he gave Brutus the alloy, it was offered for a reason, and I would guess it has everything to do with you.”

Why?

So he could play his games with Gwendolyn?

The very thought left her belly sour. After all, it was her Fae father whose interference had created this strife. The alliance would never have come about were it not for that alloy, and if there was no alliance, the Rot would not have undermined Corineus’ rule. They would still have had their tin mines, and Cornwall’s fate would have been far better without the Loegrian alloy—but that was no longer here or there.

Once Gwendolyn had time to consider everything Málik had revealed, she summoned her Konsel to discuss options…
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At sunset, they gathered about a small campfire, and Gwendolyn explained the request she’d made of Málik, as well as the potential consequences of using the Féth to conceal them—the most obvious being the expense of their magic and the loss of any advantage the Fae might have during the battle. Not that glorious orbs of fire would fly from their fingertips. Much to the contrary, despite their ability to summon Faerie flames, their magic was more subtle, lending itself more to strength and accuracy during battle. Without this, they were as vulnerable as any mortal.

“Let them save it for Locrinus,” suggested Caradoc. “We will have no need for Fae-born mists in the fenlands.”

They would travel through the northernmost reaches of Catuvellauni territory, he explained, and from there, straight into Iceni lands.

The hill fort Locrinus stole from him was far to the south, on the banks of the dark-flowing river for which he’d named his hill fort.

“If we keep to the coast, we will have no trouble from Loc’s men. The worst we might encounter are the Iceni themselves.”

He drew a map of the region, carving it deep into the sand, making his points, drawing the river that led to the Morimaru, the eastern sea.

“With no ships to guard, he’ll have no interest here.” He tapped his stick at the wide mouth of a river the Iceni had named Thama, a river flowing directly from Plowonida into the Morimaru. The Catuvellauni once held all territories from Plowonida to the coast, with the Iceni occupying the southern shores of the Wash—the wide mouth of the Thama, where it emptied into the Morimaru.

“Why did you never build a fleet?” Gwendolyn asked, only curious.

“For the same reason the Iceni will not. The Morimaru is a dead sea,” he said. “Fishing is better within the river itself. That is why the Iceni hounded us eternally.”

He poked at the far northern corner of the isle and said, “Any merchant ships that traverse this sea will travel north to Skerrabra.”

He flicked Baugh, then Gwendolyn a glance. “Or to Cornwall. There are flint mines on our lands, but unlike the bounty from Cornwall’s wheals, there is no demand for what we can provide.”

He cast another pointed glance at Gwendolyn. “And then, to make matters worse, came the Trojans with their damnable alloy.”

Gwendolyn cast Málik a glance.

There was a tinge of bitterness to Caradoc’s tone, but Gwendolyn could not take offense. She understood well enough why the eastern tribes held Cornwall in contempt. The produce from their wheals was only one of many reasons—all things she intended to remedy once this battle was over. Whatever excess Cornwall produced, she would find some way to share it with these tribes. So long as she had breath, she would not allow this isle to succumb beneath another Red Tide.

“At any rate,” he continued. “Those flood tides will have begun already and will continue through Calan Mai. Loc’s lands will be boggy by now, and I warrant he has his hands full buttressing his Troia Nova.” He spat the words with no small measure of disgust, for these lands were stolen from him and his people.

Gwendolyn once promised him a new name for Plowonida—Lundinion after his fallen son. She intended to fulfill this promise or die trying.

As Caradoc continued, he marked potential weaknesses in Locrinus’ stronghold, as well as the entrances to the fogous carved beneath the hill fort itself—of which, despite the sodden ground, there appeared to be many.

With every line he etched into the sand, Gwendolyn could too easily imagine their troops moving into formation, the swings of their swords, the cries of war, and her heart ached for the blood still to be shed.

Every one of these soldiers was someone’s son.

Someone’s husband or wife.

Someone’s brother or sister.

Her gaze lifted to Málik, then to Bryn.

Bryn met her gaze and held it, the flame from the firelight casting a soft amber glow over his youthful features. But he was no longer that same boy she’d once followed about like a lost pup.

He was a man grown, prepared to put down his life for this cause.

And Esme… with the fire’s flames dancing in her bright, green eyes. Gwendolyn longed to know better.

And Baugh…

So much had changed for Gwendolyn, and she had so much to live for—so much yet to learn.

Caradoc continued, bringing her back from her reverie, advising them now how best to fight in the bogs—how to avoid quagmires, how to use the land to their advantage.

“No doubt, he will have found the fogous,” he said. “He may send his women there, but if the battle goes poorly, he may retreat there as well.”

Estrildis would hide there, no doubt, and Gwendolyn had a moment’s odd consideration for the son she did not bring, relieved to know he would be safe in Loegria with his grandmother.

She still did not know what she would do with the boy, but as they continued to discuss the course of this battle, she knew beyond any doubt that she could not end an innocent child’s life for the sins of his father.

“If Loc’s attention remains on the hill fort—as mine so oft was—there is no way he’s been able to spare enough men to keep the tunnels clear. But those tunnels will collapse without proper care.”

“Can we seal them?” Baugh asked.

Gwendolyn shuddered, imagining Estrildis entombed within—and all her previous outrage over the woman’s treatment of her turned to pity.

Caradoc lifted a shoulder. “It would not be worth our effort, but… if we do, we should wait till he retreats there with the women, and then seal them all within…”

“The white-livered fool is too fastidious to get his hands so filthy,” scoffed Bryn. “I’d not count on him retreating into those fogous.”

Esme winked at him, then grinned, her porbeagle teeth on full display. “Dearling, you’d be surprised at what men would do when frightened. I’ve seen many a grown man piss himself only to glimpse my smile.”

Bryn’s cheeks flushed red, but no one else seemed to note the affection with which Esme delivered her rebuttal.

Gwendolyn did, and so did Málik, but Málik only lifted a silver brow at Gwendolyn. He had been silent this evening, leaving Gwendolyn to explain even those things he had told her about Fae magic—perhaps because he understood how important it was for her to establish her authority amongst these men.

Alas, there was no guarantee any of them would survive this battle with two thousand fewer men than Loc. They still needed the Iceni to bolster their numbers.

Gwendolyn gave Caradoc a pat on the back, and said, “So we follow the coastline till we reach the Wash, and from there, we travel south-southeast?”

Caradoc nodded. “To where the River Tas meets the River Yare. That is where we shall find the Iceni village.” He peered up at Gwendolyn, then added, “And you should be the one who approaches. They’ve no love for Cornwall, or your father, but they will despise the Usurper all the more.”

“I will accompany her,” said Málik, his tone brooking no argument.

“Yes, of course you will,” agreed Caradoc, giving him a toothy grin. “But do not worry, King of the Fae, they’ll hear our queen’s appeal, particularly once they note the support she has garnered. I have faith they will call their banners and join us.” He was quiet a moment, then added. “Rest assured, if they refuse her, the Iceni chieftain will grant safe passage from his village. I know this man well enough to know he fights with honor—after all, it was not he who stole our lands,” he said bitterly.

Gwendolyn nodded somberly, her thoughts drifting to her conversation with Locrinus on the night she’d first met him.

He had so gleefully, and without the least compunction boasted of his plans to seize Plowonida, and even then, she had known this would be a terrible mistake—one that would see him defeated if the gods allowed.

“The Druids should also accompany you,” said Caradoc. “All of them. Amergin, as well. The Iceni have much respect for the Old Ways.”

They would welcome Emrys and Lir before anyone, he explained, and Málik would lend credulity of the Fae’s support.

“And don’t forget your flaming sword,” he said with some mockery, because, of course, he had never witnessed this for himself. He smirked then. “But leave Esme. She’ll never further your cause.”

Esme rolled her eyes, glaring at him. “Simply because I have injured your manful pride does not mean the Iceni will have skin so thin.”

“Esme stays,” Málik agreed, and Gwendolyn also nodded her agreement. She hitched her chin at Caradoc, then said to Esme, “I’ll need you to keep this one on his best behavior.”

“With pleasure,” she allowed, crossing her arms, and she and Gwendolyn shared a private smile. This morning, they’d found the occasion to speak again, and Gwendolyn understood all the reasons Esme had done what she’d done. If she could forgive Málik and Bryn for their deceptions, she could forgive the sister who’d risked so much to protect her.

When all of this was over, Gwendolyn would welcome the opportunity to know Esme better, not as a sour-mouthed conspirator, but as a loving sister.

And, if Bryn survived, those two would be… interesting… together. The thought gave Gwendolyn a lift to her lips.

So that was that.

They retired early and rose before dawn.

And then, as Caradoc suggested, they skirted the coastline for two days… only to arrive and discover black plumes rising over the Iceni village.
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The Iceni village lay in ruins, buildings destroyed, wooden beams strewn about the landscape like splintered, broken bones. Smoke rose from the ashes, the air thick with the reek of death. At the stench, Gwendolyn was assaulted by a wave of nausea so powerful it nearly made her retch from the saddle.

Fresh bodies littered the streets—men, women, children, their once-vibrant lives reduced to twisted, grotesque forms, with eyes open, and staring vacantly at a bright, blue sky they could no longer see.

Children lay twisted—one with a black dog at his feet, its belly ripped open by the sharp edge of a blade.

Looking like the tired, bent-up old man he was, Emrys dismounted, his soft boots crunching over splintered shards. He stooped then, his trembling fingers lifting a small toy from the ashes—a sack baby, its wooden face charred beyond recognition. A symbol of innocence destroyed. He raised it higher to show Gwendolyn with tears glistening in his aged eyes—but of course, he had been sheltered all these years in his Druid village, and no matter the tales Gwendolyn had heard about his ilk, she had found these men to be gentle, erudite souls. Swallowing hard against the lump that rose in her throat, she felt a deluge of anguish welling within her, hot and raw, her heart crying out for justice—for retribution against the beast who had perpetrated this atrocity…

Locrinus.

She knew it for certain—knew it to the marrow of her bones, recognized his signature in the heartless slaughter of innocents. And, in this place of unholy desecration, amidst the remnants of life so violently extinguished, a new resolve coiled within her. “He will pay,” she whispered.

Again, she thought about Habren, his boy, and in a moment of white-hot fury envisioned drowning that child in the river before Loc’s own eyes, all traces of her humanity lost and for good reason.

They found no survivors, only more dead—more innocents whose lives had ended too soon. Loc’s executioners spared nothing—no structure left intact, no home left unburnt. In the grey morning light, the wind howled mournfully through the desolation as though it, too, grieved for what was lost, and Gwendolyn dismounted, at last, with the taste of ash heavy in her mouth. She had not known these people beyond the emissaries they’d once sent to attend Trevena’s dawnsio, but her heart wept for them just the same.

Had Locrinus attempted to conscript their warriors, and the Iceni refused?

She crouched down, lifting a scrap of a shattered pottery, a design she recognized from their trade fairs. Her finger trembled as she traced the intricate swirls. The people who had fired this clay, and decorated it with such care—were they, too, reduced to ash like their village? Or did some of them flee?

Her gaze drifted into the heart of their village—the mound atop which now stood the charred remnants of the Iceni’s Konsel, distinguished by the justiciar’s symbol, the sword and scales. The wind shifted, stirring up another wave of ash and smoke and the grit clung to her lashes, bringing a new sting of tears. In times of peace, that hall would have been a bustling center, filled with delegates negotiating trade deals, guildsmen settling disputes, or common folk seeking justice. Now, it was gone but for the echo of their screams—desperate ghosts to Gwendolyn’s ears, and still she heard them, and promised to avenge them.

If she failed, there would be no one else who could.

Against Gwendolyn’s wishes, her party abandoned the ruins, returning solemnly to camp. It was determined they could not risk a pyre, nor the time to bury Iceni’s dead. And, in the end, she was forced to relent. If Locrinus’ scouts were still in the area, it would not bode well. After the battle was done, if they emerged victorious, they would return to place those poor folks to rest.

Taking no chances, she ordered her troops to retreat into the nearby woods, to conceal their numbers within. And meanwhile, one last time, she gathered her Konsel by the forest’s edge, with only a sliver of moon to lend its light.

By night, the spring air still held a bitter chill, but they dared not burn even a small campfire. They wrapped themselves in cloaks and skins, and those who had not lost their appetite, supped on cold victuals.

The mood was doleful as they drank from flagons—not for merriment but for courage, and to chase away a chill that had little to do with the weather.

Poor Emrys sat silently, his eyes vacant. Gwendolyn could not blame him; he had perhaps witnessed the barbarity of men for the first time in seven hundred years, and she noticed he was still clutching the charred toy in his gnarled, old hands as though it were a talisman to ward off evil.

It was Caradoc who spoke first. “We can but guess Locrinus had his fill of their attacks.”

Gwendolyn drew Borlewen’s blade from her boot, picking at the skin beneath her nail. “How can you be sure that was the case?”

“Because I know the Iceni,” he said, his black eyes glistening against the moonlight. “They could scarcely tolerate my presence on these lands. The attacks were relentless. In the end, with Cantium, they had more than twice our numbers, and after a year of quietude, they caught us with our cocks in our hands.”

“I can well imagine that of you,” Esme quipped. “You can scarcely leave it be.”

Caradoc narrowed his gaze at her. “I did not tell you to barge into my chambers,” he said. “I will make no apologies for what you encountered—but perhaps art jealous?”

Gwendolyn lifted a brow, trying not to imagine what had transpired between those two in Trevena. Esme had no boundaries, and Caradoc was a hound for women.

Esme laughed without humor, casting Bryn a glance, then said nothing more, her sore attempt at humor falling far from its mark.

“Enough,” said Gwendolyn quietly. It was no time for discord amongst themselves. “Caradoc, how many do you believe were lost?”

He shrugged. “Between the Iceni and Cantium, I cannot see that we could have gained more than a thousand men. But, whilst I did not see the destruction, it does not sound to me as though he slew them all.”

“A thousand more is still a thousand fewer than Loc’s ten,” pointed out Taryn, and she huffed a sigh. “IF that’s all he has, and he has not conscripted more.”

Gwendolyn asked, “What news had you in Trevena of the Brigantes?”

“None,” Taryn replied, shaking her head.

“If you ask me, those fickle bastards joined him long ago, and those who would not found themselves kissing a blade.”

Remembering the ravaged village they’d encountered on their way north, Gwendolyn was forced to agree. She would never have believed that Westwalas alone could produce ten thousand warriors. And Durotriges was only a small province, and most of those he’d slain.

Alas, the prospect was grim. For all their bluster, they were still the weaker party and, so it seemed, at first light, they would descend upon Plowonida. They could hesitate no longer if the Iceni were gone. Delaying the battle would gain them little, and the best strategy they had was to attack while they still had the element of surprise—before they had the chance to finish bolstering their defenses.

“My warriors will hold their own,” assured Málik.

Esme said nothing, but she nodded agreement, and Bryn, too, cast Gwendolyn a nodding glance, having already shared his thoughts with her. But, alas, he was mistaken. The Fae did not have the strength of a hundred men, and no matter, she did not intend to disappoint him—not tonight. He would fight with greater confidence and courage if he still believed in Esme’s strength—not merely because he had grown to care for her, but also for what hope he’d placed in the Fae.

“The tide may yet turn in our favor,” said Caradoc. “Those lands are mine. I know them well. We’ll use this knowledge to our advantage. We can defeat him.”

“Should we send a scout, but quietly, to see how their troops have fared through the winter, perhaps poke about to see if any might join us?” Gwendolyn suggested.

“And give the bastard fair warning?” asked Kelan. “Nay, My Queen. My father speaks true. We may have two thousand fewer, but we’ve much else to our favor.”

A hush fell over the camp, and once again, the eerie sound of blades being sharpened could be heard rising against the silence.

“That bastard!” declared Esme suddenly. Shaking her head, she kicked away from the tree she’d been leaning upon, casting Gwendolyn a backward glance as she left. She didn’t have to explain who she meant, because Gwendolyn felt the same.

Locrinus.

Gwendolyn gave her a nod as she left, flicking the soft pad of her thumb against the sharp edge of Borlewen’s blade as she watched Esme walk away—realizing that, for all Esme’s gruff demeanor, she had a truly soft heart.

Re-sheathing Borlewen’s blade at her boot, she wrapped her arms about herself, feeling the chilly night air seeping into her bones. Some might say this was a fool’s mission, that she was sending warriors to their death for the mere chance of a victory, but looking into their eyes—Taryn with that gaze that never wavered, Kelan with his stony resolve, and Caradoc with his well-earned wisdom—she saw no fear or regret, only a fierce desire for vengeance. “It’s past time for our bed,” she announced. “If we do not rest, we’ll be dead men walking on the morrow.”

She charged Taryn and Bryn to assign the watch for the night and then ordered the rest to their pallets—no tents. They need not bother. They would not remain here a moment longer than it would take to restore her men for battle.

Thereafter, finding a private spot to sit with her back against a tree, Gwendolyn wrapped Arachne’s cloak about her shoulders and sat staring toward the decimated village—at the black plumes silhouetted against the moonlit sky. Even now, her nostrils were sticky with ash and the scent of smoke—and worse.

It reminded her only too well of that village they’d happened upon last fall—where then, too, nobody bothered to bury the dead and she herself had worked all day long to lay them to rest, only to leave that devastation with charred flesh beneath her fingernails—a sensation that harried her for weeks.

But at least the Iceni were not set to the torch. As it was in Chysauster, except for the children, they’d taken their final breaths with a weapon in hand, defending their families and homes…

A soft footfall alerted her to the presence behind her, but Gwendolyn knew it was Málik. He had this way about him—silent as death. But even if she had not recognized his furtive step, she would never mistake his scent.

“I couldn’t sleep either,” he whispered, settling himself beside her, putting his strong back against Gwendolyn’s tree. He then grasped Gwendolyn by the hand, clasping it, his voice gentle. “You did not come so far to fail,” he said, and though Gwendolyn’s nod was forced, her hand squeezed his with unspoken gratitude. “Come what may, my heart is yours, even as I pledge my sword,” he continued, and then he pulled her close, forcing her to face him, reaching up to trace soft lines along the length of her jawline… down the curve of her neck…

Gwendolyn shivered as she gazed at into his eyes… loving him fiercely… hoping against hope they would survive tomorrow’s battle… and then love each other forever…

Their breaths, mingling as one, fell into a gentle rhythm—easy at first, then quickening with desire. With the specter of death peering over their shoulders, Gwendolyn had never felt more alive—or more determined to stay this way.

Her heart aching with love and longing, she traced every feature of his beautiful face with her eyes—the sharp, chiseled angles of his aquiline nose… the full, sensual curve of his lips… the alluring points of his ears… the dangerous glint of his fangs… and the shimmering silver of his soft hair under the waxing moon.

Gods. Every magnificent detail of him was a bittersweet torture, reminding Gwendolyn of the danger he posed to her heart… if she should live, and he should die. But if the worst should come to pass, the one regret she would not have was to let him go without telling him the truth. “I love you,” she whispered.

It wasn’t difficult to say.

And she meant it.

He leaned closer, smiling, lifting a finger into the air, giving it a swirl… summoning a mist. In seconds, they were shrouded. It was the first time in so long Gwendolyn had witnessed his hexerei and she gave him a crooked smile and a questioning look.

He whispered into her mouth. “They’ll think it a patch of fog…”

Gwendolyn’s lips lifted at the corners. “On a clear night?”

His wicked smile unfurled, revealing the gleaming white of his fangs, and he pulled Gwendolyn into his arms, pressing their bodies close.

Gwendolyn responded with a soft moan, entangling her fingers into his hair as his lips unerringly found hers, and she trembled beneath the onslaught of his lips, wanting more, and more, and more…

Without apology, she tugged him away from the tree, and in one swift movement, shoved him back onto the soft ground, following him down. They landed together in a tangle of limbs and cloth, but there was no time to squander. His hands found and climbed her thighs, fumbling with her leathers until his fingers found her laces. Tomorrow might bring blood and battle, death and despair, but tonight was for love.

Tonight was theirs.
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Gwendolyn wasn’t certain what woke her.

It wasn’t a sound.

The world lay still beneath a blanket of night, with only a glimmer of stars peeking through a velvety night. The mist that had concealed was gone. Still, she didn’t stir… only listening, blinking herself free from her veil of slumber.

Somehow, she had slept peacefully—a dreamless, restful sleep, despite yesterday’s horrors—and she wondered if that, too, was a gift from Málik, ensuring that she would be ready to face this day.

It didn’t hurt matters one bit that he had loved her so thoroughly, leaving her languid and sated, but she was still a little muddled from that as well.

A twig snapped in the distance, and she held her breath, though an eerie stillness persisted thereafter. Even the birds slept, and she lay still, until the silence grew deafening, as though the forest itself held its breath…

Beside her, Málik stirred, and only then did she feel it… a rumble of thunder… But nay, not thunder.

The ground shook.

No sooner had she realized what it was, Málik bolted upright, his blue eyes wide and alert, scanning their surroundings, quickly understanding. Intuitively, his hand reached for the sword lying beside him, and for a moment, he barely moved or made a sound as his gaze met Gwendolyn’s.

And now, footfalls—heavy and hurried—could be heard from the camp. The rustling of leaves, crunching beneath boots, grew louder as others felt it too, and understood.

“Riders,” said Málik, his voice a low growl, roughened by sleep.

Judging by the reverberations, they were still miles away, but not that far. Gwendolyn nodded, then pounced into motion, gathering weapons, preparing as quickly as possible.

Blood and bones!

Clearly, she had not been careful enough—too complacent after months of travel with no sign of Locrinus or his troops.

How stupid, she told herself. How witless!

How could she not have expected the worst?

Caradoc had been so certain, but all it took was one scout to spy them.

The sound of hooves grew louder, and louder, until it became a ceaseless rumble. She gave Málik one last glance before they parted ways—Málik to lead his Fae, and she to find her men. A moment of silent understanding passed between them—full of love but uncertainty. And then she turned to go.

“Ambushed!” she shouted, as she ran through the camp to warn her sleeping troops, rousing all she could, with no time to spare.

In the distance, a legion of silhouettes emerged against a brightening sky—soldiers on horseback with an army afoot behind them.

“Prepare to fight!” Gwendolyn commanded, her voice laced with iron.

Sleeping forms pounced from their pallets, gathering weapons.

Archers readied their bows. Taryn hurried amongst them, inserting arrowheads into a pail of yew poison.

Cavalrymen mounted steeds, horses snorting, their breaths misting in the air.

“Ready for battle!” she shouted, her gaze never leaving the darkening horizon where the enemy approached like a creeping shadow. “To me!” she called out, her command slicing through the rising clamor. “To me!” And she ran toward Aisling, hurling herself into the saddle, checking her boot for Borlewen’s blade.

“By the Ancients, they are legion,” murmured a lad beside her, his eyes wide with the fright of his first battle.

“Fight for your life,” she commanded him. “Today, we carve our fate with the edge of our blades!”

The first arrow whistled through the air, zipping past Gwendolyn and embedding itself into an oak at her back. Aisling reared, pawing the air with a wildness that matched her pounding heart. “Easy, girl,” she soothed. “Easy!”

Málik and his Fae arrived, weaving through the camp. His silver gaze caught her, a spark of fury igniting the wintry blue of his eyes. He gave her a nod, a silent vow that carried through the morning air, more deafening than any war cry, and Gwendolyn returned it, lips thin and hard.

Beneath her, Aisling pranced restlessly, and she tightened her grip on the reins, leaning close to the mare’s ear. “Fly, my sweet girl! Fly!”

And fly they did, charging straight to the head of her army, Gwendolyn’s heart pounding in time with Aisling's hooves. All about her, the once peaceful camp became a maelstrom of motion and clatter. Men and women shouted commands, horses whinnied, the clank and clash of weaponry filled the air. But those sounds could not drown out the approaching chaos as her warriors fell behind her.

At the last moment, instead of Kingslayer, she chose Claímh Solais, feeling a rush of satisfaction as the sword lit with flames in her hand. Raising the ancient sword high above her head, she called out, “For freedom! For Pretania!”

None of them had expected this battle.

They were ill-prepared and outnumbered by the enemy.

“Aim true,” said Málik, drawing up beside Gwendolyn as the enemy charged them with a deafening war cry. His eyes caught hers once more, beseeching. But instead of ‘I love you,’ he said, “Remember all I taught you.”

His words were laced with concern… and more. Love. Unrestrained and without apology. His gaze bore into hers. But with no time for words, Gwendolyn nodded before urging Aisling forward, the mare surging beneath her, muscles straining against the clash that awaited. “Hold the line,” she shouted. “Archers, hold!”

Gwendolyn waited for the line of archers to form. Men scrambled into formation, Taryn still inoculating arrowheads even as they took their places.

The first wave of their arrows should even the odds. If the arrows themselves didn’t do the job, the poison would ensure they’d not live to see the morning. And even if they were fortunate, and the poison did not kill them, it would make them feel horrible enough that they would wish they were dead, and lifting a weapon would prove impossible.

The suspense lay thick upon the field.

“Wait,” she said, watching the army’s approach. “Wait!”

Her gaze locked upon the lead rider now, a sense of vengeance settling like a white-hot stone in her belly. Locrinus.

With every bit of her soul, she hoped he himself would be spared the first round of missiles. Borlewen’s blade burned at her boot.

“Wait,” she said. “Wait!”

Once they were within range, her hand rose, signaling the archers. A shower of arrows took flight from behind her, whistling past her ears to blot out the brightening sky before raining down on the enemy line. The dull thud of their impact was lost amidst the cacophony. Screams echoed back along with the clattering of armored men and horses collapsing under the deadly rain. But Locrinus did not fall. His dark form, sword raised, with the crown of Cornwall atop his head, came charging still. A brief moment of satisfaction simmered through her veins before reality set back in.

This battle was far from done.

It was only just begun.

Digging her heels into Aisling’s flanks, she lurched forward into a gallop, and with one hand clutching the reins, she once again lifted the flaming sword. “For Pretania!” she yelled again, leading her troops into battle. Her war cry was met with a resounding shout from those behind her, and every beat of their hooves drove them closer. Locrinus’ forces surged forward, meeting Gwendolyn’s army with a ferocity that matched her own. The clash was inevitable—a violent explosion of steel against steel, flesh against flesh. Gwendolyn was the first into the fray—sword waving high above her head with Málik by her side. The clamor echoed throughout the fields, and she lost sight of Locrinus almost at once. The spray of blood mixed with dust assaulted her nostrils as screams of battle rang through her ears. The battlefield was chaos—a symphony of clashing swords and thundering hooves. Swords shimmered against the early morning light as they smashed again and again, the sharp metal flashing and glinting, the ground a red tide churned by the pounding of hooves.

Gwendolyn’s grip on the sword tightened, its power pulsating in response to her fury. A stiff wind whipped through her curls, a surge of energy coursing through her veins as she embraced her fate, the battle persisting, brutal and bloody.

The air grew thick with the stench of sweat and the coppery scent of blood.

As the sun climbed to its zenith, so grew the intensity of the conflict. Faced with their enemies’ merciless onslaught, Gwendolyn and her warriors pushed back with ruthless determination, fighting for every inch lost and gained. Gwendolyn herself was a whirlwind of righteous fury, wielding her blade as though possessed. She met every strike with equal fervor, her every movement carrying the weight of her retribution. Enemies fell before her, but for every man she cut down, another seemed to take his place. The tide of Locrinus’ forces was relentless.

By eventide, the pain in her body screamed for mercy, but vengeance steadied her hand even when the handle of her sword grew slick with sweat and blood. She parried and lunged, slashing her way through Locrinus’ men. But there was so much blood on the field that Gwendolyn feared defeat.

But surrender was not an option—not for Gwendolyn, who’d sworn to defend this land and its people against Locrinus’ tyranny and oppression.

And then… the momentum changed.

Out of the corner of one eye, Gwendolyn spied the newly arrived banners—Iceni! They came from the north, their numbers diminished but fearless.

Hope flared.

Spinning, she spied more banners to the south—Cantium warriors numbering in the hundreds. They spilled from the woodlands onto the battlefield and Gwendolyn could feel the tide of the battle change as, once again, the sky filled with the glint of steel as swords clashed and sparks flew.

But through it all, where was Locrinus? She had lost sight of him amid the fray.

With renewed purpose, she searched the field for her father’s crown. His men were fighting for fear she knew in her gut. With his death, this battle would be done.

Swords came flying at her, but she burned through them.

And there he was…

With the myrtle crown.

There was no mistaking the desperation in his actions as he sought to extricate himself from the conflict he had created, his eyes darting about for an avenue of escape.

Until…

Gwendolyn knew the moment his eyes lit upon her, and he raised his sword, his resolve returned, his face a mask of villainy. A wave of hatred pummeled through her—as black as those plumes he’d left of the Iceni village.

She lifted her sword, and for a moment, he hesitated, drawing back on his reins, his gaze fixed upon her sword—its flames unmistakable even at this distance. But again, with a sneer of contempt, he charged her—arrogant to the end.

But of course, why would he fear her—despite the army she’d raised, despite the sword she held, despite the turn of this battle.

To his eyes, she was Æmete—worthy only to be stomped beneath his feet.

A woman—one discarded.

A child, no more—arise a queen!

Horses, with their coats lathered with sweat, galloped wildly with their riders, attempting to bar her way, but Gwendolyn fought her way toward Locrinus, her steel singing through the air, her blade at last meeting his with a clarion ring that spoke the promise of her retribution.

He matched her every move with a dark grace born of malice. “Yield,” he taunted, his voice a serpent’s hiss as their blades crossed again and again, sparks igniting at the impact. “Your magician’s sword means nothing to me!”

But it should, Gwendolyn thought, and her lips curved viciously, determined to end him once and for all. But perhaps he did not believe his own eyes, or his Outlander-self could not comprehend the meaning of Claímh Solais.

Her grip on the Sword of Light tightened as she fought him, her fingers clasping the hilt as their blades clashed again and again.

His blade flashed dangerously close to her face, as he spat, “You will regret crossing me, Æmete. Now, yield!”

And there it was—if she doubted for a moment.

Cruel, ugly bastard!

“Never!” Gwendolyn swore, her words edged with spite.

With the flaming sword in hand—a promise from the Fae to the Sons of Míl that its bearer would lead this land—her arm surged with new strength, guiding her blade in a relentless arc that bore the weight of her wrath.

Again and again their blades collided, Locrinus undaunted by the flames she wielded, meeting her attacks with such force that both she and Locrinus tumbled from their mounts. Gwendolyn hit the ground, rolling in the bloody muck, rising to her feet covered in filth. Locrinus was the first to regain his footing, lunging towards her with a snarl. But Gwendolyn rose in time and parried his brutal swing with the strength and fury of someone who’d fought her way through hell and back—because she had.

She’d shed blood—mortal and Fae alike.

Suffered Locrinus’ cruelty—the violation of her person, cruel taunts, his odious mother and mistress!

She had escaped his prison.

Nearly drowned to retake Trevena.

Escaped a gilded cage.

The ground beneath her feet was hallowed by the blood of the fallen, and she would not let their sacrifices be in vain. With each flaming pass of her sword, she called upon the wrath of the Ancients, every thrust a declaration that justice would be served…

For her father.

For her uncle.

Her cousins.

For her innocence.

For this land.

For Plowonida.

For Caradoc.

For Durotriges.

And every injustice Loc ever committed.

With a sudden burst of energy, she lunged forward, driving Locrinus back with a flurry of blows. Their swords clashed and met and met in a shower of sparks, every strike fueled by pent-up animosity. Gwendolyn spun and twisted, her movements fluid and precise as she fought against his relentless assault. The smell of sweat and blood mingled in the air—some of it hers. The taste of adrenaline grew sharp on her tongue as she pushed back against her foe—the man who’d dared to violate and shame her.

Who broke her heart!

Stole her hope!

He who came dressed in golden robes to deceive with a serpent’s tongue. The man who’d accepted her torc as a promise of peace and tore this land apart with every heinous act he committed.

His men shoved a blade into her father’s back as they’d supped at his table, and then dragged him through the streets, lopping off his head to decorate Loc’s gate—her final “wedding gift.”

Their dance of blades continued, a deadly gavotte that threatened to disarm them both, the clash of steel filling the air punctuated by grunts and curses as they strained against each other’s skill and strength.

When finally, Locrinus staggered beneath the weight of her relentless assault, he stumbled backward onto his rump and Gwendolyn’s gaze scanned the field…

Elsewhere on the battlefield, Málik faced a phalanx of adversaries. With movements honed by his years of training, he dispatched them.

Nearby, having opted for his bow instead of his sword, Bryn release arrow after arrow with unerring precision.

Esme and Taryn fought beside him, their assaults a mixture of blades and arrows, moving between the two so quickly that it was impossible to predict her movements—all this Gwendolyn witnessed in the fleeting moment that she turned her attention from Locrinus, and when she returned her gaze to him, she pressed forward, resolved.
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Gwendolyn’s warriors beat Locrinus’ back to give them room to fight—to end this battle once and for all. Both afoot now, both wielding swords. There was no mistaking the advantage Gwendolyn held.

Not even in Loc’s ignorance could he fail to be cowed by the flaming steel, and his moment of hesitation was his undoing. His gaze locked with hers, but where his eyes were wide, flickering with the specter of defeat, hers burned with the unassailable light of retribution.

“Your reign ends with me!” she vowed, her voice slashing through the uproar, her pursuit relentless as she cut down one of Locrinus’ lieutenants who surged forward to stop her, the gap between her and Locrinus narrowing with every heartbeat, her grip on the ancient hilt tightening, sword pulsing.

But as Aengus once saw fit to remind her, he who wields the Sword of Light will command unconquerable armies!

Locrinus dared to lunge at her, and Gwendolyn parried his first vicious thrust, sidestepping the swipe, and with a cry of vengeance, she lunged forward, her blade singing through the air, finding its mark—a decisive blow to his ribs that sent him staggering backward again, lighting his tunic aflame. Squealing with terror, he stumbled backwards, then collapsed, and the tumult of combat faded to a distant echo in Gwendolyn’s ears. All she could hear now was the pounding of her own heartbeat at her temples. The air about them crackled with the intensity of her enmity, even as he slapped out the last of the flames on his tunic, and his head thumped back on the blood-spattered ground. At last, she stood towering over him, her chest heaving, the Sword of Light a quivering flame that flickered in his malevolent eyes.

A tempest of emotions raged within her, conflicting tides of vengeance and mercy clashing. Memories of her fallen kin, the smoldering ruins of her kingdom—the screams for justice, screams for retribution. And yet, a softer voice murmured of forgiveness and for a heartbeat, or mayhap an eternity, she wavered, her gaze fixing upon the man who’d been her nemesis.

Two souls.

Some, like Locrinus’, were equally vile.

Some, like hers… neither good nor bad.

We do what we must for the good of all.

Gwendolyn blinked, her confusion gone, and with the weight of a thousand lost tomorrows heavy upon her shoulders, she remembered her cousin and reached for the dagger at her boot—the one that once belonged to Borlewen, whose laughter had been silenced too soon. But she would not stab him in the back, as Málik once taught her to do. Nay, she would take his life whilst looking him straight in the eyes. “Remember Borlewen?” she asked, watching his expression, and she rejoiced in the sound of her beautiful cousin’s name on her lips and the terror it evoked in her murderer. Gwendolyn grinned, advancing again. Locrinus didn’t move, his eyes wide, flicking from the flaming sword to the tiny, ornate dagger in her hand, and when she was certain he remembered it, she said, “May the gods claim you.” And with a swift motion, guided by the hands of her dead loved ones, she plunged Borlewen’s dagger deep into Locrinus’ ignoble breast. His eyes grew wide with shock, his lips parting to form a silent plea as he gasped in protest. Blood gurgled from his lips as he reached for the dagger embedded in his chest, clutching at it, his fingers slick with his own blood, slipping over the hilt, groping the dragon hilt with a panic born of comprehension. And then his hand dropped to the ground, and he sank back, the strength leaving him for good.

“The Usurper is slain!” came a shout, and the word spread like Hellas fire across the battle-scarred plains. Swords raised skyward as the enemy turned and fled.

Gwendolyn watched dispassionately as the soul drained from his eyes, her own reflecting not so much triumph but satisfaction. His final breath wheezed from him, an inaudible whisper that died in the wind, and his death rattle was like the breaking of a curse, the last note in the dirge of his reign.

Kneeling down next to him, her fingers grazed the hilt of Borlewen’s dagger, and whispered, “I am the vengeance of every woman, man, and child you ever disdained.” And then she grasped the dagger, pulling it free from his lifeless body, before cleaning it upon his tunic and placing it back into its sheath at her boot.

She rose then, and the air, once thick with the guttural cries of combat, shuddered with a new sound—a collective breath, held too long.

Belatedly, she spied the myrtle crown that had fallen from his head, and she bent to scoop it up, staring at it a long moment, before settling it over the blade she held. It was rightfully hers, though she needn’t wear it here. This victory was not Cornwall’s but Pretania’s.

A cheer resounded.

Finding Aisling, her white coat splattered with blood, Gwendolyn climbed atop her back. With her armor dented and smeared, she looked upon her army. The once verdant meadow lay marred by the scars of war, the ground weeping with the blood of friend and foe. Her gaze wandered the victorious, grown silent save for the cries of the wounded and the clinking of armor as soldiers tended to the fallen. “Tonight!” she shouted, again lifting the burning sword. “We weep for those who lay silent on this field! Tomorrow we bury our dead, but we honor their memory, not in whispers of sorrow, but in declarations of glory. Together, we have woven a tapestry of courage that shall hang upon the halls of eternity!” Another cheer resounded, and she continued. “Each thread represents a life lost, a sacrifice made for the freedom of our people, but our children’s children will point to this day and know victory belongs to us!”

Heads nodded, eyes glistening.

Fists clenching with heartfelt emotion.

Once more, Gwendolyn raised the sword, and cheers erupted anew as her gaze swept over a sea of faces, each a story of valor. One by one, her gaze settled upon the living—Baugh, Kelan and Málik…

At the sight of Málik, her heart leapt into her throat, tears stinging her eyes.

Esme and Caradoc appeared, stumbling to the fore, with Taryn behind them, wounded and leaning on Bryn.

With a lump in her throat, Gwendolyn spied the young lad she’d given advice to, as well as the blacksmith’s son, who waved his sword victoriously. She gave him a nod, and, with a shuddering breath, re-sheathed her flaming sword.
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Abandoned swords littered the ground, and the pyre built to honor the fallen demanded days of labor. Gwendolyn worked beside men whose names she didn't know, bandaging wounds and arranging bodies for the pyre, feeling a camaraderie with all. Indeed, she had always imagined that, after a successful battle, the first thing a warrior might wish to do was to go home. This turned out not to be the case. Together, these men and women had fought and bled together, and no one abandoned the dead or wounded. Exhausted and bloodied, night after night, they gathered about the bonfires that had been hastily lit amidst the carnage, drank from shared flasks, united in the aftermath of this chaos that had unfolded. Their homes awaited, but for now, they found comfort and camaraderie in the sharing of stories under a starlit night. There was laughter amidst tears—for the fallen, and for futures uncertain, but above all, for the end of the tyranny that had withered these lands with Rot. And, it seemed such an irony that Gwendolyn would spend so long presenting her best face, afraid to show herself as anything but strong, and now she was wholly unashamed to weep for those whose lives were lost here—for all were harmed by Loc’s short reign.

And most of all, she was not the least bit chagrined that some of her tears were shed for relief that the people she held most dear had come through this battle intact.

As the last embers of the funeral pyre faded into obscurity and wounds healed, they slowly dispersed to make their way home. Amidst those who lingered after were Caradoc and his men to reclaim their home, along with Gwendolyn's grandfather and his troops, who would remain with Caradoc for some time to see him settled and defended. Gwendolyn thanked him profusely.

Málik remained, though without his Fae warriors, who’d all vanished before the first dawn without goodbyes—as though they had never even been there to lend their swords. It was hardly a surprise. For all the time they’d traveled together, Málik’s warriors had kept themselves apart, following not Gwendolyn, but their sovereign king. But that was perhaps as it should be, for they were never hers to command.

On the very last night, those who lingered stood before a dying fire, their silhouettes etched against the flames. Seated beside Málik as he gazed at the fire, Gwendolyn felt a wave of melancholy wash over her, sensing that their time had not merely grown short, but as was this quest, it was done.

“Thank you,” Gwendolyn said, grateful for all he had done. In the end, once their dead were counted, he had lost a good fifty of his own.

He turned his hand, opening his palm, and a small blue orb burst forth, spitting dull, blue flames, twisting and turning as though it struggled. Gazing up from the Faerie Fire, much diminished from the first flame she ever saw, he met her gaze, and his winterbourne eyes now held a depth of sorrow. He tossed it aside, and then rose to face her, holding Gwendolyn’s gaze, drawing her onto her feet, and into his embrace, and she knew before he spoke the first word that he meant to go.

But worse, by the sputtering light of that Faerie flame, she already knew what he meant to say. “When I go,” he said, “the last portal will close.”

Gwendolyn nodded, understanding. Since the day she first met him, she had witnessed fewer and fewer manifestations of his magic…

It took him another long moment to find his voice again, and he swallowed, drawing her close. “I’ve asked twice… pride be damned, I will ask once more.”

Gwendolyn’s heart wrenched painfully. She swallowed the words she longed to say, and, unwilling to hear his plea once more, despite how much she loved him, she shushed him with a gentle touch to his beautiful lips—her answer unchanged…

Her eyes burned as she stared at him, and her hands trembled with the desire to clasp him to her and never let him go.

But she could not go.

These were her people now.

Her chin trembled with emotion, and she bit back a cry of pain as her gaze fixed on his beloved face—a face she would never see again, for she had spoken true every time he’d asked, and her answer could not change now merely because they had won this victory. A new dawn awaited, and with it, the chance to mend this troubled realm.

Already, she was weaving plans…

Málik nodded somberly, peering down between them, his beautiful face a mask of sorrow. But he stepped back, as she once had in the fields before the Druid Crossroads, breaking their connection. Fat tears welled in Gwendolyn’s eyes. But there were too many witnesses for maudlin displays of emotion. Nor would he kiss the Cornish queen for all to see, then walk away, but neither would he fail to make his heart known. He fell to his knees before Gwendolyn, bowed his head, thumped a fist to his breast, remaining there long enough that his fealty could not be confused. And then he stood, giving her a nod, before turning and finding his mare. And then he simply left, with his little blue flame trailing after, until it shrank to a pinprick of light.

The last Gwendolyn saw of Málik was the reflection of moonlight against his beautiful silver hair, and the blink of his Faerie flame before it vanished.

Shrouded in silence, the few who’d remained on the battlefield watched him go—the Fae king, who’d dared to bend the knee to a mortal queen.

With trembling lips, Gwendolyn stared at the void, letting her tears fall, unashamed to weep for losing a piece of her heart.

She vowed the loss would not be in vain.

Gwendolyn’s return to Trevena was bittersweet.

Far from her worst fear, not only did Caradoc not lock the city gates against her, he’d presented the keys to her with a procession to honor her return. And then, once matters of governance were resolved, he took his Catuvellauni kinsmen, including his son, Ely, and their newborn child, and returned to the fenlands to reclaim his village.

After a tearful good-bye with Ely, Gwendolyn returned to the business of Trevena, disbanding her old Konsel, creating a new type of congress, offering positions at her table to the chieftains of each of Pretania’s tribes—twelve altogether, including three to represent the tribes of Cornwall, one to represent all of Westwalas, one to represent Prydein, and the rest to the remaining seven tribes. True to her word, she would leave all the tribes to govern themselves, but she intended to give them a seat at her Konsel table so they could represent their own interests to Cornwall. For all matters that did not concern the tribes at large, she created a separate body for the administration of Cornwall and its territories.

Naturally, she returned her mother to the dawnsio, and this time, the tribes were far more welcoming of the institution. Queen Eseld also lured two of her younger, unmarried sisters to Trevena, along with Lady Ruan, to help produce her dawnsio. One took the veil and left to join the Gwiddons. The other took her mother’s place when, unexpectedly, after one of their Konsel meetings, she returned to Lundinion with Caradoc—all without Gwendolyn’s intervening. But she and Ely were meant to return together, twice every year to help as Gwendolyn’s closest counsel.

Of course, Baugh returned to Skerrabra, but it wasn’t long thereafter when word arrived that he had abdicated his thanehood, leaving Albanactus to lead in his stead. He perhaps remained another year to provide counsel… but then, one day, Gwendolyn received word that he, too, had vanished.

No explanation.

Gone—as was Málik’s father.

Rumor had it that Baugh had traveled north to a place called the Rhipaion valley, to join the Arimaspoi tribe. Another claimed he took himself and his wife and traveled east to Freydis’ homeland. Alas, no one could say for sure.

Yestin earned himself a chance at redemption, but instead of remaining in the city, he abandoned Trevena with another lover to live a quiet life in the Cod’s Wold, raising sheep for wool.

Merlin, rest his soul, died happily one day beneath their Yew tree. They discovered his old body prone beneath it, with his staff in one hand and a silly grin on his face. He was the only Druid Gwendolyn ever saw again, and once he, too, was gone, no one ever again found the Isle of Mona. It, too, vanished, as did Baugh. But the Gwiddons claimed the isle would return once more before the end of the Druid’s age. Just to be certain, Gwendolyn traveled north to the Druid’s Crossroads, to see if that village was still there, but all that remained were the carved, blooded stones and a ruined cairn. It, too, was gone.

Taryn healed her leg well enough to serve beneath Bryn as captain of Trevena’s army, and she, along with Ely, Eseld and even Demelza, helped Gwendolyn to determine a fair settlement for women whose lives were not meant to be, or no longer, tied to men.

The Iceni rebuilt their village, and along with Cantium, made peace with Lundinion, trading daughters as one might pottery.

Alas, not all things transpired for the better. Despite her query about Bryn, Esme did not remain in Trevena and Bryn did not follow her to the Fae realms. His place, he had insisted, was in service to Cornwall—even after Gwendolyn reassured him he had her blessings to go.

In time, it became clear that he and Taryn had formed a certain friendship, and when Esme departed one evening, never to return, it freed Bryn to ask for Taryn’s hand in matrimony. Of course, Gwendolyn said yes, and the two were married at the festival of Calan Mai in the year of the long-haired star.

Loc, of course, was as dead as a man could be.

She burned his ashes on a pyre before the city he had stolen, along with that of his mistress, whose lifeless carcass was discovered down in the fogous beneath Lundinion.

With his elder brother’s once-great army disbanded, Kamber returned to Loegria, defeated and grateful for his life. Gwendolyn summoned him to Cornwall to see him bend the knee, but seized his army, along with all their wheals, and their treasury. As a matter of honor, Gwendolyn was forced to give both of Loc’s brothers seats on her Konsel. She did not relish dealing with either, but though Kamber had been stripped of his lesser provinces, he was still king of Loegria and Albanactus was her grandfather’s heir.

As for the recipe for Loegrian steel—stolen from the Fae—this was returned, along with every sword, every axe, and every blade that had made use of the alloy.

And this was the most unbearable of all… for Gwendolyn.

When Málik left the realm, he never returned.

Every night thereafter, Gwendolyn climbed to the parapets to watch the dying light in their Dragon’s Lair, fading day by day.

The Rot was healed, but the magic of Porth Pool was lost. The will-o'-the-wisps were found nevermore. Jakk Frost was never seen again. The piskies were gone from Porth Pool. The Age of Magic was done.

Three years later, when Innogen came calling, and dared to ask after Málik, Gwendolyn was heartsick to confess she did not know his whereabouts.

But she did.

She knew.

And even as she sat upon her throne of wood in the mortal realm, she knew Málik sat upon his throne of gold.

However, when Innogen arrived, she came with a small child hanging on her hand, a boy child that bore an aspect of Málik’s countenance—tiny and silver-haired, with a mouth filled with very human teeth that bore the sharpest of canines. Gwendolyn nearly sent the woman away, but if she had, she would never have known…

His existence changed everything.

Given the chance… what would you do with the child?

Age had perhaps softened Innogen’s heart, because when she led the child into Gwendolyn’s audience hall, she dropped to her knees, though not before gently urging the child to his. The tiny figure, outfitted in a simple tunic and leather breeches, hesitated only a moment before awkwardly bending his knee on the cold stone floor in deference to Gwendolyn. The faintest of smiles played upon Gwendolyn’s lips, but her heart clenched with an unbearable sense of longing. It was no doubt a child of Málik’s blood—his great-grandchild with Helen of Troy.

The resemblance was uncanny.

Gwendolyn had only once ever met the child, as a wee babe, when his mother sauntered into her prison chamber to flaunt her husband’s love child, but Gwendolyn in her fury had not looked closely enough at his features.

Now, putting aside her enmity for the sake of the child, she cleared her throat. “What brings you to my court?”

Innogen, her eyes brimming with tears she was too proud to shed, glanced briefly at the child before looking Gwendolyn straight in the eye. She did not yet rise to her feet, and neither did she encourage the child to do so.

“The boy,” she said.

“What about him?” Gwendolyn asked, forcing the question through a throat that had grown too thick with emotion. Without being told, she understood who and what he was.

“You were not the only one visited at your cradle. This child was, too,” she explained. “I witnessed this myself, and I’ve… come to understand that his place is not with me…”

Gwendolyn’s heart pounded as she stared at the pate of the child’s head. He knelt so quietly beside his grandmother—a woman who had once reviled Gwendolyn and mistreated her so cruelly. But there was something different about her now… softer, mayhap wiser. Certainly kinder. And she was also the one who let Gwendolyn go, and she would not be here today if it were not for her.

That alone must count for something.

“I beg you to consider taking him as your own,” Innogen entreated.

“And deal with you the rest of my life?” she asked at once, though her question was not, in truth, meant to be malicious. Nor did she wish to part the child from the only family he had likely ever known.

And yet, could she bring a child into her house whose very mind would be poisoned against her?

It was as though Innogen had read her mind, because her eyes brimmed with tears as she said, “I am so sorry for the treatment we gave you in my home. I beg your forgiveness, My Queen, and I swear to you I have only whispered kind words into this child’s ears.”

Gwendolyn wavered, her heart softening against the thought of raising this child, despite fearing the worst. “How can I be sure?”

“If you do not believe me, ask of the child what you will. He is still young yet. You may still mold him in your image.”

“And you?”

“I will…” Tears spilled down her gaunt cheeks. “I plan to return to my people… because I am not long for this world.”

Gwendolyn’s eyes stung now too—not merely for Innogen’s sacrifice, but for so long now she had been struggling with her line of succession, and having determined that her heart was forever lost to one she could never have, she knew her womb would wither and die without babes.

But this child…

Given the chance… what would you do with the child?

Gwendolyn motioned for Innogen to rise. But instead of calling the child onto the dais, she herself rose from her throne and went to the pair, still kneeling at the steps. It was only then that Innogen rose, and in her eyes, Gwendolyn spied her two souls—the one who’d once tormented her and another whose heart spoke true, whose sorrow was genuine, whose loss was real. Her heart softened a little more, and she knelt beside the child, lifting his still bowed chin with a finger. “Halloo Habren,” she said with a smile.

“Halloo.”

“Do you know who I am?”

The child nodded shyly. “My papa’s wife. My nain says you will be my new mama, and I should listen to all you say because you know best.”

The boy’s eyes, too, sparkled with unshed tears, and he peered up at his nain, and said innocently, “Did I say it right, nain?” Laying a hand on the child’s shoulder in comfort, Gwendolyn turned her attention back to Innogen and Innogen’s smile trembled as tears fell unchecked down her cheeks. But before she could embarrass herself further, or give Gwendolyn the chance to refuse her, she slapped a hand to her breast and turned and ran out the door, leaving the child in Gwendolyn’s care.
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TWENTY-TWO YEARS LATER
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Gwendolyn’s face was only beginning to show lines at the corners of her eyes and her mouth, but age was nevertheless making its claim. The wide-eyed wonder of her youth had long-since faded, replaced with a more thoughtful gaze. But, today, as she stood on the palace steps, watching the pair sparring against a horizon bathed in hues of orange and lavender, she thought she felt the slightest hint of magic in the air—in the bold hues of a perfect sunset that crept so beautifully over the distant seas. As she stood watching, her heart filled with a soft ache—not of sadness or regret but of remembrance. She couldn’t help but recall her own years spent in such camaraderie—the thrill of swordplay, and the companionship that came from so many years of training side by side. For a moment, her fingers longed for the weight of a sword, and the rough caw of her sparring partner’s voice as he called out her next maneuver. The wind lifted, whipping her loose hair about her shoulders, and she shivered against the brisk evening air, lifting the old cloak she still wore. Arachne’s weave was soft and comforting as ever—like Gwendolyn, it withstood the test of time. Gwendolyn had only had two sparring partners in all her life, and one was down there tonight, sparring with Habren, and the other… well, she hadn’t seen in too many years.

A feeling like butterflies tickled her belly when the messenger came to deposit the vellum in her hands. Carefully, excitedly, eager to read the letter, she untied the letter’s bindings, placing the ribbons in her pocket, and then slowly unrolled the parchment, reading every word with a sparkle in her blue eyes, and she smiled.

Today was as good as any day.

When Taryn came to stand by her side, quietly watching the pair in the Mester’s Pavilion, Gwendolyn felt a burgeoning sense of peace. She rolled up the parchment, placing it beneath her armpit. “They are still at it,” she said to Taryn.

Watching her son spar with such vigor gave her a sense of pride and she could see him as the King he would become—emerging from the boy she had raised.

There was still work to be done, but he had a strong Konsel to guide him and surrogate parents in Bryn and Taryn.

Throughout these twenty-two years, she had watched life unfold in its myriad forms—loss and laughter, tears and triumphs. She had by now buried Demelza and wept for losing dear friends. Her hands, once smooth and supple as fresh cream, now bore the marks of decades spent in labor for the care of the child she had groomed to take her place. Habren was now twenty and five—a handsome young lad with a sharp mind and a heart as vast as the Endless Sea.

Whilst he had his mother’s bright blue eyes, in his own eyes shone that same fiery determination Gwendolyn’s once held. He was not a boy any longer, but now a man grown, tried and tested by time and circumstance. Like hers, his childhood had been filled with dreams of adventure, nurtured by tales of magic spun by those who most adored him. But as he grew older, those dreams gradually transformed into a deep-rooted purpose—to protect what he held dear. In him, the people of Trevena saw a future king who would defend and keep them.

Tonight, sparring with Bryn in the Mester’s Pavilion, every swipe of his blade was fluid and purposeful, his moves strong, his parries swift. On his birthday, she had presented him with that sword. Kingslayer was his now and with it, he was poised to inherit the weight of the myrtle crown. Even now, the blade cast a brilliant gleam against the fading light and his instinct was remarkable.

The persistent clang of swords echoed across the courtyard, the sound punctuated by Bryn’s approving grunts. A sheen of sweat dampened Habren’s brow, sparkling against the twilight sun as his silver hair clung to his forehead. Fatigue was far from him and his eyes—those brilliant blue spheres—burned with resolve. Bryn would find him no easy match tonight, or any other.

“Fine form!” Bryn called between lunges and counterstrikes. He was an old bear now, but still strong. He would have many more years remaining, and though he and Taryn had never born children together, Habren was as much theirs as he was Gwendolyn’s.

She let loose a soft sigh as she watched Habren disarm Bryn with a final triumphant strike, and her heart swelled with pride. She clapped with glee.

He was ready.

Today was the day.

The echoes of swords clashed only once more as Habren raised his blade high, his victory echoing through the Mester’s Pavilion and beyond.

Beside Gwendolyn, Taryn laughed. “He’ll never live that one down,” she said, and Gwendolyn nodded, emotion catching in her throat.

“Bryn will live,” she said, and suddenly, she had no more banter to give. She had waited long enough, and her heart could not spend another day without Málik’s love.

She waited with Taryn another moment, and when Bryn and Habren climbed the steps to greet them, she instructed Habren to fetch her Sword—the one they’d placed in the treasury for safekeeping. “The sword?” he asked, his brows lifting. Gwendolyn nodded but didn’t tell him why, and then she waited for Habren to return, carrying the Sword of Light with quiet reverence, its blade shimmering against the twilight, the waning sun reflecting within the runes etched into its metal. But though he held it with bare hands, it wasn’t burning.

But he was not her blood.

She took the sword gently from his hands, careful not to allow her flesh to touch the metal, adjusting the cloth under which it had lain so long so she could carry it by its hilt without inspiring the flame.

With this sword, Gwendolyn would pass her legacy, and in doing so, relinquish her time here as queen. Habren would lead, but she must go.

She had been considering this for some time, and as she’d dressed this morning, anticipating another messenger, she’d chosen her mother’s Prydein gown—symbolic, considering that the last time she’d donned this gown was during her flight from Loegria, and not a moment since.

She beckoned Bryn, Taryn, and Habren to the alcove above Dragon’s Bay, where she and Bryn used to hide together, and there, against the seascape that had borne witness to all her mortal years, she said, “Tonight, I intend to go. It is time for you to lead, Habren.”

He stood there quietly, tears welling in his eyes, but did not let them fall. If he would be king, he could not afford the weakness of tears. He gazed at Gwendolyn, the only mother he remembered, his mentor, his guide, with an understanding beyond his years, and for a moment, Gwendolyn wavered.

Goodbyes were difficult, so she would not say them—not to him, nor to Bryn. Not to her mother, nor to Lady Ruan, nor to Ely. All this time she had prepared Habren for this day, and now the time was here, and she must leave.

“Where will you go?” Habren asked, his voice steady.

Gwendolyn replied simply, her voice soft. “To heal my heart,” she said.

Bryn and Taryn looked at one another, then at Gwendolyn. They, more than anyone, understood her love for Málik.

“Gwen…” Bryn began, but she threw up a hand to hush him.

“I am decided,” she said, her tone gentle but firm—leaving no room for argument. Habren gulped another breath. And, as though on cue, he drew Kingslayer from its scabbard and held out the sword to her.

“Then we shall bid farewells with honor,” he said, his voice echoing through the cavern, and even as he spoke, the sun descended, and the alcove’s flame burst to life.

Gwendolyn would not be here to see him crowned, and she had already presented the sword with ceremony. She knew this was for him, and so she nodded, stepping forward, placing her hands over Habren’s on the hilt of his Kingslayer. A torch symbolically passed. Behind her, the Dragon’s flame flickered impatiently, casting long dancing shadows across the cavern walls.

The flame, too, would fade through the years. Already, it had dimmed, and Gwendolyn, in the beginning, had believed it her responsibility to remain in the city to keep it burning, but Habren was Málik’s blood, and therefore the fire in Dragon’s Lair should not extinguish during his lifetime.

If, perhaps, he found a bride, and sired children, those children would be keepers as well.

“Remember all I have taught you,” she whispered lovingly to him. “Remember, you must lead with fairness and humility. Our kingdom needs a powerful leader—and you have strength within.”

Habren nodded, his blue eyes shimmering. He peered at Bryn and then Taryn, seeking their reassurances. They nodded back, quietly offering him their unwavering support. “We will serve him as we served you,” said Bryn. “If art certain…”

Gwendolyn looked long and hard at her dear old friend, grateful for everything he had done for her—grateful for his love and his service. “I have never been more certain,” Gwendolyn reassured.

And there, under a veil of lowering night and against the pounding of waves below, she bestowed the kiss of peace upon Habren’s brow—no longer merely her son, but the rightful King of Cornwall.

But she wasn’t through.

She now took the sword that remained in her free hand—the Sword of Light bequeathed to the mortal kings by the Sons of Míl—and pulled away the cloth before turning and lifting the sword high. At once, it burst into flame, but taking her queue from Aengus, she struck the sword down into the altar with the Dragon’s flame, embedding the ancient steel so deeply into the slab of granite that gooseflesh erupted on her flesh at the sound of metal grating against stone.

And here it would remain…

“Someday a new prince will come who will be king. Until that day, Claímh Solais shall rest here,” she said, and even as they stood watching, the sword changed, the runic inscriptions flickering, remaking themselves, the letters shaping and reshaping until they settled with a new runic inscription in a familiar tongue…

Caledfwlch.

Cut steel.

Gwendolyn smiled, gazing at them one last time before making her way out of the cave and down to the beach, feeling as spry as she had on the day she’d first climbed to the alcove. With sure steps, she found her way down to the rocks, from where she could make her way through the tunnel where she’d first realized her mistake in promising herself to Locrinus. Emerging on the other side of the cliff on the beach below the alcove, she hurried towards the tide line where an old boat waited, and the name etched on that boat was Sguaba Tuinne—The Wave Sweeper.

She smiled at the old man seated within, then turned to Bryn, Taryn, and Habren and waved, before climbing aboard, wondering how in the name of the Ancients this tiny skiff would survive the tumultuous sea, and yet certain that it would—even more so that she was leaving Cornwall in capable hands.

The portals were all closed, but there was still one place that could see her to her destination, and after many months of missives between them, Manannán had come.

The old man sat, his grin like the sharp curve of a crescent moon, his long, white beard cascading down to his chest in thick, unruly waves. He sat like a wise, old sage, his gaze deep and unfathomable as the sea. But his eyes twinkled with mischief as he grinned, revealing a gleaming set of porbeagle teeth and on the seat beside him sat the cat-sidhe, who lifted one eyelid, fixed Gwendolyn with it, and said, “I told you she’d come about.” To Gwendolyn, he offered a loud, bored yawn, then he closed his eyes as she took her seat, adding with a note of sleepy sarcasm. “She is not such a stupid girl.”

The boat rocked gently as the waves swept beneath it, and with a quick wink to Gwendolyn, the old man set his gnarled, old hands on the oars, pushing off from the shore.

And in that moment, the winds stirred, filling their sails, and a warm gust propelled the boat to sea.

To her destiny…

To Málik…
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AFTERWORD


I’m SO sad to end this series, but also thrilled I could tell Gwendolyn of Cornwall’s story. If you’ve read through this entire series and my first author’s note, you already know Gwendolyn is a true-life heroine.

I first came across her during my research for another book and fell head over heels with the vision I had of her—a strong woman, who, even during ancient times, kicked a cheating husband to the curb, and took him for all he was worth.

Beyond her marriage to Locrinus, here are the things that are true: She was the daughter of “King Corineus,” who might have been a general of Brutus of Troy. Corineus is a renowned figure in Britain, credited with the slaying of the giant Gogmagog, and there’s a statue of him displayed at Guildhall, London. But he is also credited with the founding of Cornwall, even as Brutus is credited with founding Britain.

Also true to The Goldenchild Prophecy, these two “dads” thought it would be fortuitous to join their families. Corineus offered Gwendolyn to Brutus’ eldest son, Locrinus. And though history is a little murky on how Brutus died, we know he kicked the bucket before Corineus and that, upon his death, his three sons, Locrinus, Albanactus, and Kamber, divided the kingdom into three parts, with Locrinus claiming Loegria (technically, present-day England minus Cornwall). And yes, if you know a little about British history, you probably have guessed that Kamber inherited Cambria (Wales), and Albanactus inherited Alba (Scotland).

But back to Gwendolyn’s story: History says Locrinus knew and loved Estrildis (a captured slave, and daughter of Humber the Hun) before he knew Gwendolyn and that he married Gwendolyn only to please the “Dads” (and also to inherit England and Cornwall, duh). So that thing has been happening a really long time—doing stuff to please parents, instead of being true to one’s heart.

Wanting the best of both worlds (naturally), Locrinus married Gwendolyn, then hid Estrildis in a cave below Trinovantum (a.k.a. Plowonida, a.k.a. Troia Nova, now London). And yes, those two had a child together, and that child’s name was Habren (some accounts say Habren is a boy, some a girl), but history disposes of Habren cruelly, with the historical Gwendolyn drowning both Estrildis and her son (or daughter) in the river now named after Habren. As you might imagine, this drowning was probably intended to be a political act to strengthen Gwendolyn’s own son’s claim to the Cornish throne. Because, yes, she also had a son with Locrinus, and his name was Maddan. It was Maddan, not Habren, who ruled Cornwall after Gwendolyn died. Circa 1056 BC, Gwendolyn abdicated her throne in favor of her son Maddan and retired to her native Cornwall, where she died.

Rewinding again, it’s believed that Locrinus was more afraid of Corineus than he was his own father, but once the “dads” were both gone, he left Gwendolyn for his long-time mistress. Of course, he found reason to regret that because, feeling rejected and betrayed, Gwendolyn raised an army to ride against him, and according to the historical record, she won. That battle took place by the River Stour, which was the boundary between Loegria (England, not Wales) and Cornwall. However, according to the historical record, Locrinus was felled by an arrow instead of Borlewen’s dagger.

In reality, although The Goldenchild Prophecy takes place over a period of just a few years, Locrinus supposedly ruled for ten years, with Gwendolyn ruling peacefully for fifteen years after, and Maddan ruling another forty after her abdication.

It’s difficult to say who the actual villain of this age-old love triangle might be, but raising an army to ride against her cheating husband must have taken guts.

I loved the opportunity to tell the story of a strong woman during a time when women are wrongly perceived to be “less” or “weak.” And, in fact, Cornwall and Wales were, in so many ways, kinder to women than even our own modern American legal system, which didn’t provide for divorce until 1848 with the Married Women’s Property Acts.

Now, ready for a mad dash journey through history?

Let’s go…

Yes, you guessed it, Pretania is an ancient form of the word Britannia. And, in the interest of full disclosure, Prydein is not the name of Caledonia. It’s an ancient name for Great Britain. However, as this is fantasy, and I wanted to use the name Prydein in the story, I thought Pretania (also an ancient name for Great Britain) would be less confusing since it was closer to its modern spelling.

Also, the name Cornwall (derived from Cornubia) was a name given to them by the Romans. I opted to use Cornwall for the same reason I didn’t use Trevena’s ancient spelling—to keep things a little less confusing.

While we’re at it, there is no united Britain at this time—not even close. The tribes I’ve listed in the Reader’s Guide are only a handful of the known tribes, and in reality, they are the Roman names given them. Research gets crazy and confusing, but I tried to keep it less so for you.

I loved bringing folklore and legend to life, and enjoyed creating a system of magic that was wholly derived from nature itself. I also loved incorporating a mishmash of legends, and feel it’s so appropriate considering that Britain itself is a melting pot that’s equally diverse as America. I was pretty stoked to discover that Cornwall was such an international port, visited by so many nations and cultures. For example, the Sons of Míl Espáine who settled Ireland are none other than Iberians (Hispania).

So what brought these cultures to Cornwall? Tin. It appears Cornwall was one of the greatest sources of tin of the age, and Droskyn Point is Cornwall’s oldest tin mine (or wheal, as they say in Cornish!).

Stone castles—much less palaces—no. They didn’t exist in Britain during Gwendolyn’s age (c.1071 - 1058 BC), but I was so geeked to learn that there IS evidence of stone structures at Tintagel (YES, Trevena a.k.a. Tre war Venydh is ancient Tintagel). Much cruder than the palace I described in this book, but, far more advanced than most people think of when they consider Bronze Age Britain.

The Loegrian alloy—nope. Not a thing, although it was right about this time (13th century BC in Turkey) that steel, an alloy of iron and carbon, is produced.

Hellas Fire. Yep, it’s a thing. It’s a weapon used by the Byzantine Empire, introduced in 672 AD, and was effective because it continued to burn on water. Also called Greek Fire, it was supposedly a “closely guarded secret,” but believed to be made of petroleum and resins.

A few other notes: Yes, the Temple of the Dead is Stonehenge. There are historical notes claiming its age is far, far older than what was first believed, and that, of all things, it may have been used as a tomb for nobles.

Also, Skerrabra is Skara Brae. If you haven’t looked up the island’s history, you must. It’s fascinating—every bit as fascinating as Stonehenge, and while it’s uncertain who actually lived there, or where they went after, or even why they went, there’s some thought that they could have been “Northmen” a.k.a. Vikings.

Cool, huh?

As for the Druids: Although I disappeared them at the end of Gwendolyn’s story, we know they actually stuck around at least until the second “Red Tide”—the one we are most familiar with, along with King Arthur’s and Boudicca’s parts in driving the Romans from the island of Britain. But the Druids did just one day vanish—as though into the mists. I had fun portraying them as caring old men, but, well, there’s proof they were not quite so… harmless.

This series has been such a delight for me, and I had so much fun crafting my version of Gwendolyn’s story. But it cannot go unsaid that, while this book gives major props to Gwendolyn, and I make every attempt to stick to the historical record—what little there is—there is no doubt I took a hard left turn into Fantasyland, incorporating so many of the legends of the British Isles, including the advent and eventual defeat of the Tuatha Dé Danann, the first High Kings of Ireland. I strove to, and created a world that, by the end of Arise the Queen, even I felt must have existed.

Gwendolyn is a heroine for the ages—not just her age, but ours, as well. As we’ve already established, raising an army to ride against her husband must have taken courage. But to fight and win, and then to become Brittain’s first “Queen Regnant” deserves at least a statue on her behalf. Don’t you think? I mean, if her pops can get one for offing a “giant,” shouldn’t Gwendolyn get one for this? One thing’s certain: Having lived nearly a millennium before Boudicca, it’s not much of a stretch to wonder if perhaps Gwendolyn of Cornwall was Boudicca’s inspiration, even as she was mine.

I hope you enjoyed reading The Goldenchild Prophecy as much as I loved writing it. And I hope that Gwendolyn’s story leaves you thinking… hey, maybe?

Much love,

Tanya


A HEARTFELT THANK YOU!


If you’ve gotten this far, then thank you from the bottom of my heart for reading The Goldenchild Prophecy. If you enjoyed this book, please consider posting a review. Reviews don’t just help the author, they help other readers discover our books and, no matter how long or short, I sincerely appreciate every review.

Would you like to know when my next book is available? Sign up for my newsletter:

[image: ]


Also, please follow me on BookBub to be notified of deals and new releases.

Let’s hang out! I have a Facebook group:

Thank you again for reading and for your support.
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Want to stay in the know?

Sign up to be the FIRST to learn about new releases. Get newsletter-only bonus content, plus enter to win a monthly $25 contest.*

Click here to sign up.

*The contest is ongoing, but subject to change. Contest is available exclusively to active newsletter subscribers.
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