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      From ancient henges to windswept mountains, dive into a world where pagan gods rule, powerful priestesses weave magic, and fierce Celtic tribes battle for dominance.

      

      Britain, AD 38, Princess Cartimandua—Carti—of the Brigantes tribe faces an uncertain future when her father’s sudden death ignites turmoil. Suspicion falls on the Crow People of the Votadini tribe, straining the fragile peace between the factions.

      

      But they’re not the only ones bearing a grudge.

      

      A tangled web of political games soon unfolds. When enigmatic Prince Cormag of the Votadini shows the princess unwanted attention, the Brigantes’ alliance with the Carvetti is shaken. Cartimandua’s dream of marrying gallant Prince Venutiux of the Carvetti is put at risk. Soon, Carti finds herself at the center of a whirlwind of divided loyalties.

      

      Yet amidst the misty forests and the blackthorn trees, the Cailleach, the ancient dark goddess of the Brigantes people, whispers that all is not as it seems. With the fate of her tribe at stake, Carti must learn to navigate the treacherous waters of politics, duty, magic, and love.

      

      From New York Times bestselling author Melanie Karsak, The Blackthorn Queen transports readers to northern Celtic Britain on the precipice of the second Roman invasion, introducing us to Cartimandua, princess of the powerful Brigantes tribe.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            JOIN MELANIE’S NEWSLETTER

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
          
            [image: Newsletter Sign-Up]
          
        

      

      
        
        Subscribe to Melanie ’s newsletter and get Under the Strawberry Moon for FREE!

        Click HERE to get your bonus book!

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

    

  


  
    
      For Erhan

    

  


  
    
      
        [image: Full Page Image]
      

    

  


  
    
      
        [image: Full Page Image]
      

    

  


  
    
      
        [image: Full Page Image]
      

    

  







            GLOSSARY

          

        

      

    

    




      THE NORTHERN TRIBES:

      The Brigantes

      
        
        Places:

        Isurium Brigantum, ruled by Chieftain Aedan

        Mydils Fort, near Teesmouth Harbor

        Pennines Mountains, mountain range that stretches across Brigantes territory

        Rigodonum, seat of the Brigantes

        River Swale, located near Rigodonum

        River Tees, located on the eastern coast at Teesmouth Harbor

        River Ure, located near Three Sisters Henge

      

        

      
        People:

        Aedan, Brigantes chieftain, rules Isurium Brigantum

        Argenorix, Brigantes chieftain

        Andoc, Brigantes chieftain

        Angharad, deceased queen consort of the Brigantes, wife of Bellnorix, mother of Morfudd

        Bellnorix, deceased king of the Brigantes, husband of Angharad, father of Morfudd

        Branorix, deceased king of the Brigantes, husband of Verbia, father of Bellnorix

        Brannagán, Volixus’s horse

        Brennan, Brigantes chieftain, rules Mydils Fort

        Bren, Bannon, and Ben, sons of Chieftain Brennan

        Calos, Brigantes chieftain

        Conall, chief guard in Rigodonum

        Cartimandua, princess of the Brigantes, daughter of Morfudd and Volixus

        Duncal, guard in Rigodonum

        Elspeth, kitchen maid in Rigodonum

        Grahm, stableboy in Rigodonum

        Morfudd, queen of the Brigantes, mother of Cartimandua, daughter of Angharad and Bellnorix

        Nettle, Verbia’s cat

        Ulixes, housecarl in Rigodonum

        Verbia, ancient matriarch, mother of Angharad, wife of Branorix

      

        

      
        Three Sisters Henge

        Môd, high priestess of the Cailleach

        Onnen, high priestess of Brigantia

        River Ure

      

        

      
        Subtribes ruled by the Brigantes:

      

        

      
        The Corionototae

        Caradoc, chieftain of the Corionototae

      

        

      
        The Lopocares

        Maelgwn, chieftain of the Lopocares

      

        

      
        The Setantii

        Chieftain Cam, former king, father of Ystradwel

        Ystradwel, daughter of Cam

      

        

      
        The Tectoverdi

        Din Guayrdi, seat of the Tectoverdi

        Lady Adelaide, deceased wife of Gallmaul, mother of Cadoc and Catell

        Cattigernos and Fand, deceased mother and father of Volixus and Gallmaul

        Cadoc, first son of Gallmaul and Adelaide

        Catell, second son of Gallmaul and Adelaide

        Gallmaul, second son of Cattigernos and Fand

        Volixus, first son of Cattigernos and Fand

      

        

      
        The Carvetti

        Luguvalium, seat of the Carvetti

        Cuneda, king of the Carvetti, father of Venutiux

        Venutiux, second son of the Carvetti

        Vortigiux, first son of the Carvetti

        Willowan, deceased queen of the Carvetti

      

        

      
        Subtribe ruled by the Carvetti

        The Dardani

        Eddin, defeated king of the Dardani

        Eddin the younger, son of King Eddin, hostage of the Carvetti, renamed Vellocatux

      

        

      
        The Damnonii

        Moirin, queen of the Damnonii

      

        

      
        The Novantae

        Rispain Fort, seat of the Novantae

        Beira, queen of the Novantae

        Merod, king of the Novantae

      

        

      
        The Parisii

        Brough, seat of the Parisii

        Alistair, nephew of King Ruith

        Alys, princess of the Parisii

        Cailleacha, queen of the Parisii

        Ruith, king of the Parisii

        Senorix, prince of the Parisii

      

        

      
        The Selgovae

        Aine, queen of the Selgovae

        Artorios, king of the Selgovae

      

        

      
        The Votadini

        Din Eidyn, seat of the Votadini

        Cormag, prince of the Votadini

        Mael Muire, queen consort of the Votadini, priestess of the Cailleach

        Ruid, deceased king of the Votadini

      

      

      

  




THE SOUTHERN TRIBES:

      
        
        The Northern Iceni

        Oak Throne, seat of the Northern Iceni

        Aesunos, king of the Northern Iceni

        Belenus, druid adviser of the king of the Northern Iceni

        Caturix, Brenna, Bran, and Boudica, children of King Aesunos

      

        

      
        The Greater Iceni

        Venta, seat of the Greater Iceni

        Artur, son of Esu and adopted son of Prasutagus

        Esu, wife of Prasutagus

        Prasutagus, king of the Greater Iceni

      

        

      
        The Atrebates

        Calleva Atrebatum, seat of the Atrebates

        Verica, deposed king of the Atrebates

      

        

      
        The Cantiaci

        Durouernon, the seat of the Cantiaci

        Anarevitos, king of the Cantiaci

      

        

      
        The Catuvellauni

        Verulamium, seat of the Catuvellauni

        Caratacus, king of the Catuvellauni, brother of Togodumnus

        Imogen, sister of Caratacus and Togodumnus

        Togodumnus, king of the Catuvellauni, brother of Caratacus

      

        

      
        The Coritani

        Ruled by three kings: Volixus, Dumnocoveros, and Dumnovellaunus

      

        

      
        The Dobunni

        Corinium Dobunnorum, seat of the Dobunni

        Abandinus, king of the Dobunni

      

        

      
        The Regnenses

        Noviomagus Reginorum, seat of the Regnenses

        Urien, king of the Regnenses

      

        

      
        The Trinovantes

        Camulodunum, seat of the Trinovantes

        Aedd Mawr, exiled king of the Trinovantes

        Camulos, patron god of the Trinovantes

        Diras, grandson of Aedd Mawr

        Julia Vitellius, Roman mother of Diras

      

        

      
        The Druids of Mona

        Caoilfhionn, current Arch Druid of Mona

        Luadine, leader of the Order of Bards

        Selwyn, high priestess of Mona

      

        

      
        Avallach (Avalon)

        Venetia, high priestess of Avallach

      

      

      

  




GODS, GODDESSES, AND MYTHOLOGICAL CREATURES

      
        
        Brigantia, patron goddess of the Brigantes, mother of the Brigantes people and lady of waters and stars, rules from Beltane to Samhain

      

        

      
        The Cailleach, patron goddess of the Brigantes, the dark lady of winter and death, rules from Samhain to Beltane

      

        

      
        The Little People of the Hollow Hills, ancient, mythological creatures who live in caves/mountains

      

      

      

  




TERMS

      
        
        Fidchell, a game like chess made with a seven-by-seven square grid

      

        

      
        Hectare, unit of measurement equivalent to 2.47 acres
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      Moonlight shimmered on the black waters of the River Ure. The amber-colored torchlight that illuminated the funeral barge flickered on the waves. The drums beat rhythmically, their mournful sound echoing the lament in my heart, as we accompanied the king consort—my father—on his final journey.

      My mother, her hair unbound, knelt beside Volixus, his cold hand in hers.

      She wept softly.

      I stood at the back of the barge, one hand squeezing the rail, and eyed the party waiting for us at the dock ahead. White-robed priestesses of Brigantia and black-robed daughters of the Cailleach waited with the people.

      They had all come to the Three Sisters Henge to see my father make his final passage.

      While my mother, Morfudd, was the queen of the Brigantes, my father had been her loyal consort since they were young. Morfudd was the beautiful queen of the Brigantes. My father’s wit and cunning had kept the crown safe. His shrewdness helped us avoid war when we could and defeat our enemies when we could not. My mother had the blood of kings, but my father had been the mind behind it all.

      Now, he was gone.

      The Brigantes had lost their true ruler.

      And I had lost my most beloved parent and guide.

      “You’re holding your breath,” Ystradwel whispered from beside me.

      Ystradwel’s tribe, the Setantii, had once been independent. Her father had grown bold and sought to make war on the Brigantes. Hoping to chip off some of our coast for himself, he’d quickly found himself on the wrong end of my father’s blade. The Setantii were soundly defeated, their land and tribe absorbed. Now, they were part of the Brigantes.

      Ystradwel had been sent to me to be my maid. My father had arranged it, taking the former king of the Setantii’s only child into our home. They said it was done to help mend the relationship between our families, but my father also knew it kept the Setantii leashed. Luckily for us, their tribe had accepted their defeat and hadn’t made an overture of rebellion again. But holding their only royal heir hostage didn’t hurt.

      The arrangement made Ystradwel despise me.

      She hid her contempt behind a mask of righteousness and perfection, never missing an opportunity to chide me for my faults. She was a perfect princess—not that she was permitted to keep the title. In her eyes, I was a forever-failing future queen. Apparently, I could not even breathe properly.

      “I’m fine,” I retorted dryly, plastering on as still an expression as I could muster.

      Ystradwel rolled her eyes.

      A soft wind blew across the river, making the torchlight flicker, and my long, straight black hair flutter in the breeze. Like my mother, I wore a simple, unbelted mourning gown, my feet bare, my hair hanging loose.

      Ystradwel frowned and stepped away from me. Even in my hair, she found fault. Ystradwel’s perfectly curling golden locks kept their shape.

      I reminded myself that her pettiness was born of jealousy and anger.

      As we drew near the dock, one of the priestesses of Brigantia stepped forward, a carnyx in her hands. She lifted it and blew. The horn sounded across the valley. The mournful tone would inform the assembly that the king consort had arrived. I imagined the melancholy notes drifting to the great henge to which my father would travel before being laid to rest. Even now, his litter was strewn with treasure: cups, plates, daggers, swords, neck torcs, arm rings, and more. A gold ceremonial shield lay on his chest, his twin swords with horse-head hilts at his sides. His heavy golden torc, also depicting horses, lay on his neck.

      Moving carefully, the men guided the barge to the dock.

      At the end of the pier, along with the priestesses, waited Gallmaul, my father’s brother, and his two sons, Cadoc and Catell. I inhaled a tight breath, trying not to show my intense dislike of the trio.

      What intelligence and goodness lived in my father had bypassed his brother and nephews entirely.

      Ignoring them and Ystradwel, I went to my mother, bending beside her.

      “Mother, we are coming to the dock now.”

      “Oh, Carti,” she moaned, letting go of my father’s hand.

      Working slowly, I helped her up.

      Weeping, my mother wiped her tears with her sleeve.

      I bent, setting the hilt of my father’s sword into his gloved hand once more. A thousand memories of him flashed through my mind, the strongest being the first time he’d put me on horseback. I could still feel the strength of his hands.

      “Come along, my swift pony,” he’d called teasingly, referring to the meaning of my name. “Let’s have a ride.”

      I was so small, but I remembered the sun’s glow on his face, his smile, and his confidence in me.

      “Riding a horse is like leading the Brigantes,” he’d told me. “The horse is all muscle and speed. It has the strength to kill you in an instant, but as long as you hold the reins and remind the beast who is in charge, you can lead and befriend the animal. The same goes for leading the tribe.”

      I stared at my father’s still body, my gaze going to his closed eyes on which the daughters of the Cailleach had placed two stones painted to appear like eyes wide open.

      The carnyx trumpeted again, making my shoulders twitch.

      “Princess, the others can see you from here,” Ystradwel snipped.

      I stood upright and joined my mother. Her long hair, a tangle of pale gold with strands of silver, shimmered in the firelight.

      “Carti,” she whispered sadly to me. “What will we do? The priestesses say his death was… Carti…” she moaned softly.

      I clenched my jaw.

      Three days ago, my father spent the day overseeing the construction of the new walls of our expanded fort at Rigodonum. He’d worked with the men carrying stones and laughed with his guards and warriors. He’d been the image of health. After dinner that night, our housecarl had found him dead. One moment, he’d been full of vigor. The next, he was stiff as stone, with an odd blue sheen on his fingers, toes, and tongue.

      “Poison.” That was the word Môd, high priestess of the Cailleach, had whispered. “The king has been murdered,” she told my mother and me. “Tell no one, Morfudd,” she’d warned my mother. “You have an enemy you do not know. One who does not want to be seen. Say nothing or the others will see you as weak. Your enemy has moved to destabilize the Brigantes.”

      “Who was it?” my mother whispered. “The Votadini?”

      Môd frowned. The old woman’s face puckered as she considered. “The Votadini wish nothing more than to see the Brigantes weakened. They are the most obvious choice.”

      My mother nodded. “Yes. It was them. I must…”

      I set my hand on my mother’s arm, halting her speech, and looked at the priestess. “But?” I asked, studying Môd’s face. “What else were you going to say?”

      “You already know, Princess.”

      “But… Are they too obvious a choice?”

      “Perhaps.”

      “I don’t understand,” my mother whispered. “Was it the Votadini or not?”

      “You have enemies, Morfudd. That is all you need to know now. The Cailleach will show you who they are in time. But, for now, know you are not safe. Trust no one,” she said, then turned to me. “Princess…”

      I nodded. “I know.”

      Môd inclined her head to me.

      The carnyx blew once more as we arrived at the dock. The men stepped forward to lift my father’s litter. We would transport him from the river across the plain to the henge where he would begin his procession on the sisters’ path.

      My uncle Gallmaul stepped forward, helping my mother from the barge.

      “Morfudd,” he said sympathetically, squeezing her hand.

      My mother whimpered sadly.

      When my uncle offered his hand to me, I pretended I did not see and stepped onto the dock on my own.

      “Come,” I whispered to my mother.

      We made our way behind the king.

      At the front of the procession were those hoisting the carnyx and the drummers. Next came the white-robed priestesses of Brigantia. Behind them followed my father, my mother and I walking behind him.

      I glanced over my shoulder, seeing Môd and the other black-veiled daughters of the Cailleach following. Like a shadow, the Cailleach was there, ready to transport my father to the Otherworld.

      “Ouch,” my mother whispered when we took our first barefoot step on the rocky path to the henge.

      I had felt the pain as well but had swallowed it.

      “It is the pain of death,” I whispered to my mother. “It is the physical sign of the loss our hearts feel. Compared to the pain in our hearts, the ache in our feet is nothing. We are the daughters of Brigantia and the Cailleach, and you are Queen of the Brigantes. To lead is to feel pain but still do what is right. So, we will walk on.”

      “Yes. Yes, you’re right,” my mother said.

      With that, I followed my father to the henge, my feet bleeding with every step.
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      The Three Sisters Henge was the religious center and heart of the Brigantes tribe. There, the rites of Beltaine and Samhain were held for the people—honoring our patron goddesses, Brigantia and the Cailleach. In the mounds around the three henges, the bodies of our ancestors were buried, including that of my grandfather, King Bellnorix. King Bellnorix was remembered as a wise, warlike, and ruthless leader who had tamed the rebellious Brigantes people. In so doing, he had made our tribe the largest and strongest in the north.

      I had few memories of the severe man. He had long, silver hair and a matching silver beard. I remembered that once, when I was very young, I found him sitting alone in the great hall in Rigodonum. It had been dark in the hall, the space lit only by flickering torches. He’d sat sharpening his sword.

      I still remembered the sound of the blade sliding along the whetstone.

      “Why are you sharpening your weapon?” I’d asked. “Are you going to war?”

      He paused and looked at me, his blue eyes sparkling in the dim light. “I’m thinking,” he told me. “A king—or a queen—is always at war, Cartimandua. Not all wars take place on the battlefield. Many take place here,” he said, tapping the side of his head.

      “In the mind?”

      He nodded. “One day, you will be queen. Do you want to be a good queen?”

      “Yes.”

      “Then you must keep this,” he said, gesturing to his head, “as sharp as this,” he added, gesturing to the sword. “And don’t hesitate to use either one. Some women are roses. If you want to wear the crown of the Brigantes, you must be a thorn.”

      I looked off in the distance, spotting the great mound holding my grandfather’s body. He was a king to be reckoned with. Our neighboring tribes feared him. Our chieftains obeyed him. Those who tempted him did not survive.

      And now…

      I flicked my gaze toward my mother.

      A tight feeling tugged at my chest, and my breath came short. Willing myself to be still, I turned my gaze forward and followed my father.

      We made our way from the river to the henge.

      The great henge of the three sisters was made up of three concentric circles linked together by footpaths. During the high holy festivals, we would come for the setting of the moon, the great lunar orb illuminating our path between the henges. The site had been built so long ago no one even remembered what our ancient ancestors called themselves in those days before they became Brigantes.

      I glanced at the stars overhead, seeing the sisters reflected there. The henges fell in alignment with the three stars we called the Maiden, Mother, and Crone. To the south of the Three Sisters Henge were other sacred henges and the Claws of the Cailleach, a holy site of standing stones that only the daughters of the goddess were permitted to visit.

      We followed my father to the first henge. The southernmost henge symbolized birth, the first step in all our journeys. From there, we would proceed to the second circle, representing life’s middle stage. And finally, we would come to the third and largest henge and the last step—death.

      As we walked, my mother wept softly. Morfudd’s feelings had always lived just under the surface. It had made her a loving mother and wife, but now, I worried about the future. Morfudd was not Bellnorix. My father had successfully guided the Brigantes through many would-be rebellions and other tumultuous times.

      And now, he was gone.

      Murdered.

      Losing my father was hard enough, but knowing there was someone out there bold enough to murder him… It was not my mother whom they had gone after. They had gone for the mind behind the crown. That told me everything I needed to know about the killer—except their identity.

      I shook the thought aside. There would be time to consider who had killed my father later. Now, I had to see him through the rites and attend the funeral games that followed. We would honor my father and send him to our ancestors in the Otherworld in the fashion he deserved. I turned my attention back to the sacred site before me.

      The henge was a perfect circle. It was set apart from the surrounding landscape with rings of deep ditches and high earthen walls. Long ago, our ancient ancestors had painted the ground and banks of the henges with a slurry made of pounded spear stone, a shimmering white stone found in quarries nearby. The iridescent white paint made everything sparkle under the moonlight.

      As we approached the first henge, the carnyx sounded once more, and the priestesses of Brigantia began to sing the song of life.

      Across the fields, from the first henge to the last, were crowds of people. Many of them were openly weeping. I could hear their sobs on the wind. Their torches lit up the night sky and glimmered off the henge walls.

      Drums beating, the priestesses calling to Brigantia, we followed my father’s litter into the henge. Keeping to the earthen footpath, we crossed the great bridge over the first ditch, then past the earthen banks coated in spear stone, passing another trench, until we found ourselves in the henge of the maiden. Three capped henge-stones sat at the center of the circle. The ground here had also been covered in spear stone.

      The priestesses gestured for my father to be brought within the stones. Ancient Onnen, high priestess of Brigantia, motioned for my mother and me to join her.

      Lifting the horse-headed carnyx once more, a priestess sounded one long note. The trill of it sent a shiver down my back and made my skin rise in gooseflesh.

      Then, everything grew silent.

      “Brigantes,” Onnen called in a firm voice, her snow-white hair shimmering in torchlight. “We come together this night in mourning. King Volixus of the Brigantes, consort of Queen Morfudd, father of Princess Cartimandua, has been called by his ancestors. The Otherworld awaits. Tonight, we honor the man who has been a leader and father to the Brigantes. Here, in the shrine of the Maiden, we remember Volixus’s path.

      “Born of the Tectoverdi.

      “Son of Cattigernos and Fand.

      “Wed to our queen as a young man rarely seen without a bridle in his hand.”

      At that, the crowd laughed lightly, my mother and I smiling as we remembered my father’s love of horses.

      “Brigantia, we call to you in your form as the maiden. Bless Volixus, and guide him from this life to the next. Walk beside him as he takes this journey to the stars and beyond to the realm of the ancestors.”

      At that, Onnen motioned for another priestess to step forward.

      “King Volixus, may Brigantia bless you. I gift you the omphalos, a symbol of birth. Carry it with you to the next life so you may be born again when you are ready,” Onnen said, taking an egg-shaped stone from the priestess and holding it aloft for all to see. The stone, made of the same spear stone that covered the walls, shimmered in the light of the torches and under the starlight.

      The priestess set the omphalos stone between my father’s feet.

      With that, Onnen extended her hands into the air and began to speak the language of the initiated, calling upon Brigantia to bless my father.

      My mother moaned sorrowfully.

      I reached for her hand.

      Even in the darkness, I could feel Ystradwel frown.

      When the priestesses were done, Onnen gestured to the men to lift the litter once more.

      The drummers moving before us, we began our procession from the circle of the Maiden to the next henge, that of the Mother.

      As we made our way down the path, the people threw flowers on the ground before my father’s litter.

      But no one spoke.

      As my father passed, they bowed or closed their eyes, sending off their silent prayers.

      Turning my gaze for a moment, I looked at the people gathered there. How many had come? Hundreds, maybe thousands, filled the fields.

      But of course they had.

      The Brigantes loved my father.

      But if so, who had wanted him dead?

      We approached the henge of the Mother. Once more, Onnen led us to the center ring. We came to the heart of the henge, passing ditches and painted walls. Here, a wider circle of nine capstones sat.

      The procession led my father to the heart of the rings. Again, the high priestess called upon the goddess, but this time in the form of the Mother. And again, the priestesses chanted. But when it came time to give the funerary gift, Onnen gestured to my mother.

      “Queen Morfudd of the Brigantes,” Onnen said, gesturing for my mother to join her.

      The priestesses handed my mother a spear.

      “King Volixus, in this life, you protected the people of the Brigantes. You stood before them with your spear. To honor you as protector, your partner gives you the Spear of Brigantia.”

      The priestess handed the spear to my mother. She took it to my father’s litter and gently laid it beside him.

      When she stepped back, the trumpeting carnyx rang again, and we began our procession northward to the final henge.

      The path would lead us through a thick grove of ancient oak, ash, and blackthorn trees. On the other side was a henge double in size to the first two.

      We prepared to set off once more. But this time, Onnen and her priestesses stepped aside, and the black-robed daughters of the Cailleach went to the head of the procession. The northernmost ring of the holy site belonged to the Cailleach, the lady of dark seasons and death. This was her space. She would escort my father on his final journey. This time, no drums nor horns sounded. Everything grew silent. Even the torches that lit our path were extinguished, as were those of the people in the fields.

      In the darkness, my eyes adjusted to the moonlight.

      High Priestess Môd of the Cailleach, dressed in her dark robes, her face covered with a black veil, motioned for us to follow my father.

      Walking ahead of us, the priestesses of the Cailleach tossed stones from their pockets.

      Legend said that the Cailleach created our world. She walked barefoot across the land, tossing stones from her pockets to make the Pennine Mountains, which stretched across Brigantes lands.

      I tried not to wince when I stepped on a sharp rock, feeling it slice the bottom of my foot. My mother whimpered but didn’t cry out.

      Squaring my shoulders and keeping my gaze straight forward, I continued behind my father. I would not shame his memory or the Cailleach in reacting to a cut. But my chest ached, and pain pressed in on my temples.

      The moment the path led into the forest, everything grew dark. I felt the eyes of those other things that lived in our world looking out from the shadows. The little people of the hollow hills, with whom we shared an ancient history, watched.

      Soon, we came to the last henge. Crossing over the ditch, past the final bank, and over another depression in the earth, we went to the center of the shrine. A round pool sat in the middle of the space, reflecting the Three Sisters stars overhead.

      Here, the nobles gathered, including kings and queens of neighboring tribes and Brigantes chieftains and their families. I quickly scanned the crowd, seeing the royal family of the neighboring Parisii tribe, with whom my father had recently had tension regarding one of our port cities. I also spied the Votadini tribe, who hated us almost as much as we hated them. I was almost surprised to see they had come, but honor and custom decreed it. While the Votadini and the Brigantes shared a jagged past, we also shared the same patron goddess. The Votadini saw themselves as children of the Cailleach. And we both held fast to our traditions. Tension or not, the Votadini were notoriously conventional—often hardheadedly so, by my father’s report.

      I briefly studied their queen, Mael Muire, who had once threatened to behead my father. She gazed stoically at his litter. Would she dare arrange his death and then attend this holy rite?

      Of course she would.

      Her absence would have cast blame.

      And someone here was responsible.

      If not her, who?

      Behind the Votadini queen, I noticed a man about my age. He was tall, broad-shouldered, and had a heavy brow and a dour expression. He was, no doubt, the one they called the Bastard Prince. Feeling my gaze on him, the prince looked my way, but I turned away.

      Looking from the Votadini, my eyes danced across the others, spotting the Carvetti tribe’s royal family. I searched first for my old friend Eddin, who was now part of their household, but he wasn’t there. I did find King Cuneda, his eldest son Prince Vortigiux, and… My eyes sought one face in the crowd. When I met Prince Venutiux’s gaze, he smiled sympathetically, then inclined his head to me.

      I returned the gesture, feeling comforted by his presence, then turned my attention back to the priestesses.

      High Priestess Môd came forward. She pushed back her veil, revealing that her face had been painted black and white in the skeletal countenance of death.

      My mother took a shuddering breath, but I kept my face still.

      “Ancient Cailleach,” the old woman began, lifting her arms into the air, her gravelly voice booming across the space. “We, your daughters, in fear and reverence, bid you come. King Volixus has fallen. Our queen has no consort. Come now to guide Volixus to his ancestors. We bid you stand at the side of Queen Morfudd. Cailleach, we call you into our presence. May you ride upon the north wind to join us.”

      No sooner had she finished speaking than the wind howled across the plain, a somber moan riding on the northerly gust.

      And then, I felt a gentle caress, as if someone had brushed the hair from my cheek to whisper in my ear. In a deep, feminine voice, someone whispered.

      “Cartimandua…

      “Beware...

      “Beware…

      “False faces hide what false hearts know.”

      My skin rose in gooseflesh.

      “Cailleach, we prepare Volixus for his mound. He will be honored on the fields of the ancestors. The egg of birth is at his feet, the spear of life is at his side, and now he shall be crowned with the spiked coronet of death,” she said, gesturing to the priestess at her side. The veiled woman held a jagged crown.

      “Death transforms us, clearing the old and making way for the new. So, come, Princess Cartimandua. Come, and crown your father. Come, Princess, and send your father on his journey. For as Volixus is the past, Cartimandua is the future.”

      I stepped forward, forcing myself not to wince with every step. It felt like I was walking on knives.

      I took the spiked silver crown from the priestess then went to my father. I gently set the crown on his head, arranging it so it would stay in place.

      “Father,” I whispered. “I crown you in the name of the Cailleach. I, your daughter, send you to the mound with love. I will see you again in another life,” I whispered.

      “Brigantia sets us all on our paths in life,” Môd called. “She brings us to this world, nurtures us, sees us through our youthful years. But, as the seasons turn, the Cailleach becomes a friend. It is she who greets us in death and darkness. Like winter, death is just a long sleep until we are born anew when Brigantia meets us once more.

      “Volixus, your time is spent. The Cailleach reclaims you. Crowned by your kin, take the last journey to your resting place.”

      And with that, Môd signaled to the men to carry my father from the northern henge, out the northernmost exit, and downward to the plain below where his grave waited. I could already see the torches surrounding the crevice in the earth that waited for my father. Once he had been set within, stone and earth would be placed over him, creating his mound, entombing him in a manner befitting his rank as consort.

      The drums began to play as we all journeyed to see my father to rest.

      When my mother spotted the grave, she moaned and then wept. “Oh, Carti,” she whispered. “What will we do?”

      “You are queen, Mother. You will be strong.”

      “But your father…”

      She didn’t need to say more.

      “I will be with you,” I whispered.

      “Carti,” she said, squeezing my hand.

      When we arrived at the grave, they gently lowered my father’s litter. The priestesses then began setting the treasure we had brought into his grave: cups, platters, swords, knives, bridles, stirrups, arm rings, horns, and all manner of coins.

      Môd stepped forward once more.

      Taking a torch into her hand, she called, “Come, people of the Brigantes. Come, noble allied tribes. Pay your tribute to our fallen king. Come! Honor him this night with gifts.” With that, Môd gave my mother a knowing look.

      It was my mother’s duty to invite the people to the funeral feast at the tents on the plain overlooking the Three Sisters Henge. As well, she should bid them stay for the funerary games that would be held tomorrow in my father’s honor. But Morfudd, too sad to speak, merely shook her head in confusion.

      “Mother, the people…” I whispered. “You must invite them to the funeral feast and games, or it will offend the goddesses.”

      “I should… What? Oh, Carti. Your father…”

      A moment later, Gallmaul appeared at our side.

      “Queen Morfudd,” he said gently, “the feast and games?”

      “Mother…” I urged her.

      Seeing she would not be able to fulfill her duty, I turned to speak, but Gallmaul stepped before us. “Brigantes and friends,” he called. “The queen invites you to the funeral feast,” he said, gesturing to a grassy plain above the valley. “We will honor my brother with drink, food, song, and laughter. And, tomorrow, in the fields beyond, we will honor Volixus with funeral games. Join us as we remember my brother, your king.” With that, Gallmaul turned to my mother once more. “Come, Morfudd. Your feet are bruised, and your heart is broken. Let me help you the rest of the way.”

      “Gallmaul,” she said mournfully, taking his arm and weeping as he led her away.

      My gaze went to Môd, who was watching Gallmaul. She frowned hard at his presumption.

      I looked toward the plain where a tent had been erected. Food, ale, and mead had been brought by wagonload. I fancied I could even smell the scent of roasting meat on the wind. I would leave this holy place and be expected to go there and talk, smile, and greet them all, all the while knowing my father was dead at the hands of one of them.

      I cast one last look at my father.

      How pale and small he looked.

      “Goodbye, Father,” I whispered to him, then followed behind my mother and uncle.

      Now, nothing was left for me to do but find my father’s killer.

      And take revenge.
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      The plain overlooking the Three Sisters Henge was dotted with tents and bonfires. While the henge was a place of worship, this was where the revelry and feasting took place. On the other side of the plain, away from the henges, tents were erected for the funeral games that would be held the next day. Many had made camp in that area. Their campfires bloomed like flowers on the field.

      “They are what matters,” my father told me as we looked across the same field last Samhain when everyone had gathered to celebrate the turn of the wheel. “When we say Brigantes, this is what we mean.”

      “Brigantes and Tectoverdi,” I’d said leadingly.

      My father chuckled. When my grandfather Bellnorix was a young man, the Tectoverdi had become part of the Brigantes by treaty rather than war. The Brigantes had come to the aid of the Tectoverdi when they’d been attacked by the Votadini. The result was the merger of the tribes—something Bellnorix was very good at arranging. While my uncle Gallmaul wore the Tectoverdi title pridefully, my father had seen things differently.

      “What is one little nub in the corner of the great Brigantes nation?” he asked with a smirk, looking back across the field. “One day, you will be queen. Remember that all that matters is protecting them and helping them thrive. That, above all else, is your duty, my daughter.”

      “How did you become so wise?” I asked him with a playful grin.

      “I listen to the whispers of our goddesses. I seek the wisdom of priestesses. And, occasionally, my daughter has a wise quip or two.”

      I chuckled.

      “Protect them,” my father had said, his voice more serious. “That is your job. Sometimes, people must bleed to achieve that end. Sometimes, they may hate you for what you do to protect them, but act with one goal. It doesn’t matter if they despise you, as long as they are safe.”

      “Cartimandua,” Ystradwel said, and I could tell by her annoyed tone it was not the first time she had said my name. “You must join your mother.”

      Looking away, I turned to my mother, who stood at the entrance of the feasting tent, Gallmaul at her side. Mother and Gallmaul had already begun greeting the chieftains and the others. My cousins Cadoc and Catell stood not far from them, both drinking ale and chuckling with one another.

      I suppressed a frown then joined my mother.

      “My apologies,” I told her, then turned to Chieftain Argenorix of the Brigantes. “Chieftain,” I said politely. “Thank you for coming.”

      “Ah, Princess. Your father was much loved. And what a shock. He was so young. Morfudd, there are many rumors about the king’s death… What was the cause of his failing?”

      My mother shifted uncomfortably. “A sudden malady,” she replied.

      “How very sad. My condolences to you both,” he said, then stepped from what had suddenly become a long line of mourners.

      The night pressed on as what began to feel like hundreds of faces presented themselves before my mother and me. From chieftains and their wives to farmers, merchants, and nobles of other tribes, so many came before us. Much to my annoyance, Gallmaul stayed fixed at my mother’s side. True, he was my father’s brother, but he was not a Brigantes royal and had no place here.

      Apparently, I was not the only one who thought so.

      High Priestess Môd glided through the darkness and suddenly appeared at Gallmaul’s side.

      “Chieftain,” she whispered to him.

      “High Priestess,” he replied, inclining his head to her.

      “Your place is in the line, not at the head of it,” she told him stiffly.

      Behind me, I heard my father’s chief guard, Conall—who had been watching over my mother and me—smother a laugh.

      My uncle’s lips quivered in what appeared to be an embarrassed smile. “I thought only to comfort my niece and sister-in-law. But, yes, you are right,” he said, then turned from her, a momentary flicker of emotion—anger or annoyance, I was not sure which—crossing his features. As briefly as it was there, he covered it once more with a polite smile. “Princess,” he said, bowing to me. His gaze shifted to Morfudd. “My queen. I will not be far if you need me.”

      “Thank you, Gallmaul,” my mother said, taking his hand and giving it a squeeze.

      With that, Gallmaul stepped back, joining his sons, and the priestess returned to her duties.

      “Why did she do that?” my mother whispered. “He meant no harm.”

      “Perhaps, but he is not the blood of Bellnorix,” I reminded my mother, who frowned.

      “Queen Morfudd,” a deep voice called.

      We turned back to see King Cuneda of the Carvetti approach. He was a hulking figure with dark, curly hair and a short beard and wore a long, red cape trimmed with bear fur.

      “Cuneda,” my mother said, inclining her head to him. “I thank you for coming.”

      “Queen Morfudd, my condolences. King Volixus was a good friend. We are all grieved to learn of his passing. Princess, my sympathies to you as well,” King Cuneda said, giving me a brief bow. “You will remember my sons,” he told Morfudd and me. “Vortigiux, my eldest, and Venutiux, my young prince.”

      “Princes,” Mother said politely.

      “We mourn with you, Queen Morfudd,” the elder, Vortigiux, told my mother, then turned to me. “And you, Princess Cartimandua. Your father was a great man.”

      Prince Vortigiux was a tall man with long, dark hair and a severe expression. I could not remember ever seeing him smile. “Thank you, Prince Vortigiux.”

      Venutiux stepped forward. He looked very handsome in his scarlet-colored cloak, pinned at the shoulder with a silver broach and an amber stone. His curly, golden-brown hair, cut short, had been neatly combed back. Silver earrings and ear cuffs adorned both ears.

      I bit the inside of my cheek to keep myself from betraying the great sense of relief that washed over me. Thank the goddesses he had come.

      He turned to my mother. “Queen Morfudd. How heavy your heart must be. It must be so difficult to lose the one you hold so dear. My deep condolences on your loss.”

      “Thank you, Prince Venutiux.”

      He turned his hazel eyes on me. Like all the colors of the earth swirled into one beautiful collage of blue, green, brown, gold, and silver, he leveled his gaze on mine. “Princess,” he said, “may the love of Brigantia be with you during this trying time.”

      “Thank you, Prince Venutiux,” I said politely, trying not to show my feelings but failing when a small smile danced upon my lips. Our feelings for one another had no place at this moment, but it warmed my heart to know he had come. Just having him there made me feel more at ease.

      He gave me a soft smile. “Can I bring you anything, my princess, Queen Morfudd? Ale, perhaps? Mead?”

      “We are well, Prince Venutiux,” Morfudd told him. “But I appreciate your kindness.”

      The prince nodded.

      “Queen Morfudd. Again, our deepest sympathies,” King Cuneda said. “I know well the pain of your loss. It has been years since I lost my wife, and still, my heart grieves. We are at your call if you need, Morfudd.” King Cuneda bowed, then gestured for his sons to follow him. When they turned to leave, however, I spotted a familiar face with them.

      “Eddin,” I said, happy to see my old friend.

      Frowning, King Cuneda looked back at the young man. “He is Vellocatux now, Princess. I do not permit the boy to keep the name of his traitorous father.”

      I looked at the king. Three years ago, the Dardani, a neighboring tribe of the Carvetti, had made war on King Cuneda. My father has always been friendly with the Dardani and King Eddin. Eddin the younger—now Vellocatux—had been my favorite playmate when we were children. But King Eddin often found himself in conflict with King Cuneda. When a Dardani chieftain’s daughter had been taken by King Cuneda as a mistress in the wake of the king’s wife’s death, there had been an argument over whether she had gone by choice. The result was a disaster. The war left King Eddin dead, the Dardani falling to the Carvetti, and King Eddin’s only son became the ward of the Carvetti king. I had never heard what had happened to the Dardani girl. I also had not heard that the Carvetti king had further shamed Eddin, forcing him to change his name.

      I studied my old friend. While he was neatly dressed, and his long, curly strawberry-blond locks lay on his chest, his usually playful expression was now dark.

      “Queen Morfudd, Princess Cartimandua,” he said, bowing deeply to us. “My condolences on your loss. King Volixus was always a great friend to my father. I have many fond memories of visiting you all in Rigodonum.”

      “Ah, Vello—Vello—” my mother began, then paused, confused. “What is your new name, Eddin?”

      “Vellocatux, Queen Morfudd,” he replied.

      “We thank you, Vellocatux.”

      “It is a fine name,” King Cuneda boasted. “And I shall make a proper man out of him yet. One day, perhaps, he will show himself loyal enough to be chieftain of his father’s old seat. But, for now, he does well serving my sons and learning to be a better man.”

      A twinge of pain crossed Eddin’s face, but he said nothing.

      I reached out for Eddin’s hand. “I’m glad to see you again,” I told him. “Thank you for coming.”

      Out of the corner or my eye, I saw Venutiux frown.

      I let Eddin go.

      “Thank you, Princess,” Eddin—now Vellocatux—told me.

      King Cuneda scowled and motioned for Eddin to follow him and his sons. When they thought they were out of earshot, King Cuneda said, “Mind your place, Eddin. You are too familiar with Princess Cartimandua.”

      “She is an old friend, my king.”

      “Either way, you are well below her station now.”

      “Yes, King Cuneda.”

      I frowned.

      “You look displeased, Princess,” Ystradwel whispered from behind me. “Vellocatux’s condition is no different from mine.”

      “Your father is still alive. And you are still Ystradwel, are you not?” I shot back at her.

      “For what it’s worth,” she replied in a whisper.

      “Silence,” my mother scolded her.

      “My queen.”

      “I do not like it,” I told my mother.

      “Nor I. But it is not our place to meddle in Carvetti affairs. Especially now. Mind yourself now, Cartimandua,” she told me, then gestured with her chin to the entourage approaching.

      The Parisii.

      Like the Votadini, the Parisii were a constant thorn in our sides. Queen Cailleacha and King Ruith bickered in low tones as they approached.

      Finally, King Ruith told his wife, “Fine,” in an agitated voice, then stepped forward. “Queen Morfudd,” he said, inclining his head to my mother. “Princess Cartimandua. It is a great tragedy, the loss of King Volixus.”

      “Thank you, King Ruith,” my mother replied politely.

      I eyed the pair. King Ruith had faded reddish hair, the strands peppered with white, and wore a perpetual frown. His wife was dark-haired, her bangs cut too short on her brow, her jowls heavily defined. I had never seen the woman look anything less than annoyed.

      “It is such a tragedy, Morfudd,” Queen Cailleacha agreed. “How did he die?”

      “A malady of the heart, or so the priestesses believe,” my mother lied.

      “Ah, yes. A great pity,” Ruith replied almost dismissively. “We must speak with you about the harbor near your Mydils Fort, Morfudd. I was supposed to hear some word from Volixus on this matter. Your people—”

      “The queen is in mourning, Father,” a gentle voice said from behind the pair. “Let us not forget. There is time enough for such discussions later.”

      The king and queen stepped aside so that a beautiful strawberry-blonde-haired girl could step forward.

      “Alys, our daughter,” Ruith said with an indifferent wave.

      “Queen Morfudd, Princess Cartimandua, I am so very sorry for your loss,” the princess said.

      “Thank you, Princess Alys,” my mother replied, then eyed over their party. “And your son?” she asked King Ruith and Queen Cailleacha.

      King Ruith frowned heavily.

      “Ill,” Queen Cailleacha replied. “Our apologies.”

      “Ah, well… I wish him a speedy recovery,” my mother said politely.

      “We will discuss these issues regarding your Chieftain Brennan and the harbor tomorrow, then?” King Ruith asked my mother once more.

      “You press too hard, King Ruith,” Gallmaul quipped with annoyance from behind my mother. “The queen will see you when she is ready.”

      “Mind your tongue, Chieftain,” King Ruith replied with a glare, and then he and his wife departed.

      Princess Alys met my gaze and gave me a sympathetic smile. “Again, my condolences,” she said then followed her parents.

      “Parisii,” Gallmaul huffed behind us.

      “Cartimandua,” my mother said nervously, her gaze shifting to the next party in line.

      The Votadini.

      Queen Mael Muire approached us. I eyed the woman over. Her face was heavily inked, the phases of the moon on her forehead. Three lines trailed down from her brow, across her face, and down her neck and chest. The image of crow wings drawn in kohl decorated the corners of her eyes. She had long black hair, her shining locks fixed in braids decorated with silver pieces, beads, and feathers.

      “Queen Morfudd,” Mael Muire said, inclining her head to my mother. “May the Cailleach comfort you during these dark times.”

      The Votadini were devotees of the Cailleach. Often called the Crow People, their ways were mysterious, secret, and warlike. For many years, we disputed with them over lands in our northern boundaries, particularly those on the border between the Votadini and my father’s Tectoverdi tribe. Now, my uncle presided as chieftain over those lands. While making the Tectoverdi part of the Brigantes had won peace, there had long been bad blood between the Votadini and the Tectoverdi, and the Votadini never hesitated to resort to bloodshed at any provocation.

      Gallmaul joined us, bristling at Mael Muire’s presence. “What are you doing here?” he hissed.

      Queen Mael Muire flicked her gaze at my uncle and then promptly ignored him. Instead, she turned to me. “Princess Cartimandua, may the dark mother be with you.”

      “Thank you, Queen Mael Muire,” I said, willing my emotions to be calm.

      “My son, Prince Cormag.” Queen Mael Muire introduced the dour young man I had noticed in the crowd earlier. The prince was tall, with long black hair, pale blue eyes, and an angular face with a sharp jawline. Like his mother, he wore the crow wings of the Votadini at his temples. As well, like the queen, he wore an inked design of moons and stars. A pattern of lines ran down his chin and neck, disappearing under his tunic onto his chest.

      My mind wondered for a moment how far they went.

      Surprised by my thoughts, I cleared my throat and refocused.

      “Queen Morfudd. My condolences,” Prince Cormag told my mother, then turned to me. “Princess Cartimandua.”

      The Bastard Prince… I tried to meet his gaze, to read the man behind those eyes, but he turned away, seemingly disinterested.

      “You have no place here, Votadini,” Gallmaul seethed.

      Queen Mael Muire stared dead-eyed at him.

      Gallmaul looked away from her.

      “Queens do not trouble themselves with the opinions of flies,” she said flatly, then turned back to my mother and me. “Queen Morfudd, Princess.” With that, the Votadini party departed.

      “You should have your men remove them,” Gallmaul told my mother. “They will incite violence with their presence. I would rather choke them than dine with them. You must be rid of them.”

      “I…” my mother began, uncertain. She turned, looking all around her. I could see she was searching for Môd, but the priestess was not there.

      “They cannot be trusted,” Gallmaul went on. “There will be bloodshed if they—”

      “Uncle,” I said through gritted teeth, “you are upsetting my mother. The only one threatening violence is you.”

      Gallmaul glared at me and then turned to my mother. “Morfudd,” he said more gently, setting a hand on my mother’s shoulder. “Do you wish me to escort them from this place?”

      “I…” Morfudd began, then paused. “No. No, not yet. They have done right by coming. I will have no more tension. It is too much. It’s just… It’s all too much. Please, don’t speak of it further. My feet are aching. If you will excuse me,” she said, and then in tears, hurried back to the tent that had been prepared for us.

      Furious, I turned on my uncle, but he’d already stalked off in an angry huff.

      “I…” I began, then looked down the long line of those who had come to pay their respects to my mother and me. I inhaled deeply, then let out a slow breath. I smoothed the skirts of my mourning gown, rolled back my shoulders, then turned to Ystradwel. “Ystradwel, will you please attend to my mother?”

      “Princess,” she said. Bowing to me, she departed.

      Painting on a smile, I turned back to the mourners, preparing my heart to receive their reminders of my father’s death—and how alone I was for it—over and over again.
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      “Condolences, Princess Cartimandua.”

      “I’m so sorry for your loss, Princess.”

      “Your father was a good man.”

      “His death is mourned by us all.”

      “Such a loss.”

      “A great pity.”

      His death…

      His death…

      His death…

      By the time I had finished hearing everyone’s kind words, my head ached, I had a pain in my chest, and I felt like I couldn’t breathe. Abandoned by my mother, I steeled my heart and heard them all. It was only when I reached the last mourner that the pain in my chest began to burst through, and I struggled to catch a breath.

      Excusing myself with as much decorum as I could muster, I rushed away in search of solitude. My hand on my stomach, I struggled to inhale a proper breath. Each gasp came too quickly and too short, making me feel like I was starving for air.

      I can’t breathe.

      I can’t breathe.

      Black dots appeared before my eyes. Afraid I would faint in front of the crowd—with the humiliating possibility that I would wake to Ystradwel’s smirking face—I pushed through the trees and overgrowth at the edge of the plain overlooking the henge.

      My heart rang with the words of the well-wishers.

      My father was dead.

      Dead.

      Dead.

      Aye, Cailleach, dead at whose hands? Who had smiled at me, and yet blood stained their spirit?

      It was only when I reached the edge of the plain that I realized that there was a terrible pain in my left foot. My feet ached from the cuts and bruises of the funeral march, but this was something new, different, and worse.

      Panting, I pressed my hand against my stomach and tried to inhale, but the air was short coming.

      My head grew light.

      White light shot across my vision.

      “Princess,” a male voice called gently.

      I turned to find Votadini Prince Cormag there.

      “My apologies… I can’t… My foot… I can’t breathe…”

      And then, everything went black.
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      When I woke, I found myself propped against a tree.

      And then, I felt the chill of water on my feet.

      My vision cleared, and I found Prince Cormag, my foot in his hand.

      “What are you…” I began, but my head ached so badly that I felt like my eyes would burst from my head.

      “Aye, gods,” I said, pressing my fingertips into my closed eyelids.

      “You fainted, Princess. I caught you before you fell.”

      Exhaling deeply and pushing a wave a nausea aside, I opened my eyes and said, “Thank you.”

      He looked at my foot. “Blackthorn.”

      Confused, I shook my head. “Blackthorn?”

      “The funeral march has given you many lacerations on your feet, but there is a thorn deep in the bottom of your foot, and you are bleeding. You cannot walk on it, or it will drive the thorn in too deep and damage your foot forever. I need different tools to remove it. With your permission, I will take you to our tents. They are just on the other side of the blackthorn thicket. My mother is a healer. She can attend to you.”

      “I…” I began, but before I could think of a protest, Cormag lifted me.

      “Hold on to me,” he told me.

      Feeling exhausted, in pain, heartsick, and confused, I wrapped my arms around his neck. So close to him, I caught his deep, woodsy scent. The scents of oak, leather, and elderberry clung to his skin.

      However, when we turned to go, I called out, “Wait.”

      “Princess, you cannot walk—”

      “No,” I said, staring at the plain below. “Look.”

      Cormag turned, and we looked down on the Three Sisters Henge below. I had never seen it from this angle before. With the moon glowing down on the henge, painted white with spear stone, it looked like… “Stars,” I whispered. “It looks like the stars.”

      The spear stone-covered ground, painted white, shimmered in the moonlight.

      Three perfect circles glowed.

      It was the same symbol on the banner of the Brigantes: three black circles on a white banner.

      “The Maiden, Mother, and Crone,” Cormag said. “The dark lady’s circle is the largest of all, but hidden behind the veil of the greenwood. Look amongst the trees around the Crone’s henge. Watch,” he said, bobbing his chin toward the thick forest surrounding the northernmost henge.

      I stared into the dark woods. After a moment, I saw them. Balls of blue light bounced between the trees.

      “Wisps,” I said with a gasp.

      Cormag nodded. “Some think they are spirits of our ancestors. Others believe them to be fae, but yes, wisps.”

      I stared at the beautiful sight. And for the first time, amid all this pain and loss, tears rolled down my cheeks.

      The Votadini prince looked at me but said nothing. Instead, he simply held me, letting me feel the pain in my heart.

      After a long moment, I let out a deep, shuddering breath.

      With that, Cormag nodded, then turned and left the cliff’s edge.

      “Thank you,” I whispered.

      “There is no pain like that of losing a parent. That wound cuts deep into the heart. But Brigantia and the Cailleach will whisper to you, try to heal you. Your henge is one of their holy places. Its beauty spoke to you,” he said, then smiled softly. “There is much beauty in the land of Brigantes,” he added, almost as an aside, then we continued our path.

      Carrying me through the brambles—how in the name of Brigantia had I made my way there?—we emerged on the other side. At the corner of the plain were a dozen tents. Before them fluttered the dark blue banner of the Votadini, a black crow emblazoned on the midnight-blue banner.

      There was some confusion amongst the people when we arrived. One of the younger boys raced to the largest tent. A moment later, Queen Mael Muire appeared.

      “Cormag?” she asked, looking from her son to me.

      “The princess needs assistance. She is injured.”

      Queen Mael Muire merely nodded, then motioned for her son to bring me inside. As we went, I noticed the Votadini were roasting meat over their own fires. Their people sat drinking ale and talking with one another.

      They had not joined the others at the feast.

      Once more, I was reminded that this tribe existed in a constant state of contention with my own. And it was a distinct possibility that they had killed my father.

      Now, here I was, alone with them.

      No one knew where I had gone.

      I was with the enemy.

      The prince took me into the tent, setting me down gently on a cot. Queen Mael Muire whispered to her women who hurried about, one of them bringing a bowl of warm water while the queen retrieved a box of medicines. When she returned, the queen knelt down and gently took my foot.

      “To walk the path of the Cailleach is no easy feat,” she told me.

      “There is a blackthorn barb in her left heel,” Prince Cormag told his mother.

      The queen nodded thoughtfully as she investigated my foot. “Your women should have attended to you before you greeted the mourners.”

      Queen Mael Muire was right. My mother had left the mourners to attend to her wounds and sorrow, but I had been left to greet the people.

      “Queen Mael Muire,” I said, “if you can help me back to my tent, my own people can attend to me. This is beneath your station. I—”

      “I am a daughter of the Cailleach, a queen, and a healer,” Queen Mael Muire said as she gently cleaned my wounds. “Serving the goddess is my station, and that thorn is very deep. A simple injury like this can have a lasting effect. I would not see the future queen of the Brigantes walk with a limp for the rest of her life.” She pulled a pair of pliers from her kit. “Cormag, prepare the princess a tonic of star root and moss-bottom mushroom.” Holding my foot in her hand, Mael Muire met my gaze. “Take a deep breath.”

      I did as she advised.

      Pushing the flesh and snatching the barb with her instrument, she tugged the long thorn from my foot.

      I gasped. Making an effort to retain my dignity, I gripped the side of the cot. My head felt momentarily dizzy.

      A moment later, the queen smiled and said, “Open your hand.”

      I did as she asked.

      Queen Mael Muire laid a long barb therein. “The blackthorn is sacred to the Cailleach. It is Straif, the Ogham of the Cailleach, and the tree of the dead. The thorn is her sword. It is a message to you, Princess.”

      “What message?”

      “That you must be ready for strife. You must pick up your sword, and you must seek out the root of troubles that are hidden from you. For with the blackthorn, secrets swirl about you. The Cailleach whispers to you to be ready. She speaks to you through the pain of your father’s death, but it is more than that.” The queen paused a long moment, then turned to her servants. She whispered to them in a language I did not know. Setting aside their things, they bowed to the queen and then departed. After a moment, only the queen and Prince Cormag remained.

      “Princess,” Queen Mael Muire whispered. “I speak only of what the Cailleach shows me here. What was the manner of your father’s death?”

      My heart pounded in my chest. They wanted to know if I suspected. They wanted to discover if we’d learned the truth. I needed to get out of this place. If they realized we suspected they had plotted against my father, I might never be seen again. Was that why the prince had followed me? Had they planned to kill me too?

      “The priestesses thought it a sudden malady of the heart,” I lied.

      Queen Mael Muire frowned, then gestured to the barb in my palm. “The Cailleach says differently. Darkness and secrets are all around you. Put on your armor, Princess. Ready your sword. That is the message of the Cailleach. For things are hidden from you, and you have enemies where you do not expect them.”

      “What about enemies where I expect them?” I asked her, arching an eyebrow at her.

      The queen chuckled softly. “How do you decide who is an enemy? Some will embrace you only to stick a dagger in your back,” she said, then closed my hand around the blackthorn barb.

      “Princess,” Cormag said, handing me the tonic.

      “For the pain,” the queen told me.

      I looked at the brew in his hand. A thousand thoughts regarding the importance of courtesy swirled through my mind. Still, they were defeated by an even louder worry.

      Poison.

      My father had been poisoned.

      “I thank you, but… but I think I should return.”

      Cormag paused, then turned to his mother.

      “In my trunk, my son. Your spare boots,” she told him, then turned back to me. “My son always destroys his boots. He has done so ever since he was a child. I always bring an extra pair. I will apply a salve, then wrap your feet. It will help them heal faster. Afterward, we will help you back to your people.”

      The prince set the drink aside while his mother worked. He then dipped into his trunk, fetching the spare boots.

      “They will be too large,” he told his mother.

      “She needs room for the bandages. Besides, she only needs them as far as her tent.”

      “I am grateful for your help. Truly,” I told them both. “And I apologize for the inconvenience.”

      “It is no inconvenience. The Cailleach led you to us,” Queen Mael Muire told me as she finished applying a salve and then winding my feet with bandages. She reached out to Cormag, taking the boots, then slipped them on my feet and gently tightened the laces. “Princess,” she said in a low voice, “our people have not always seen eye to eye, but I came to an accord with the king consort. Whatever has transpired regarding your father’s death, the Crow People had nothing to do with it.”

      She had read my reaction and guessed.

      Or, she already knew.

      “Thank you, Queen Mael Muire, for your care.”

      She inclined her head to me and then turned to her son. “Escort her back.”

      The prince nodded.

      The queen extended her hand to me, helping me rise, then Prince Cormag and I made our way from the tent. When I stepped outside, the other Votadini turned to look.

      “Princess,” Prince Cormag said, gesturing toward the path that would return to the feast.

      Ignoring the ache in my feet, I straightened my posture and walked toward the main feasting area.

      As we went, a million thoughts tumbled through my mind. One, however, was the loudest and would not let go. We had nearly reached the others when I asked, “Prince Cormag, what were you doing in the blackthorns? How did you come to be where I was? Were you following me?”

      “Following you?”

      I cocked an expectant eyebrow at him.

      “You came to be where I was, Princess. I was there to view the henges and to find some silence, some place away from all the falseness of those gathered around you.”

      “Falseness? Who around me is false?”

      The prince stopped and looked at me, his blue eyes meeting mine. “Everyone.”

      “Yourself included?”

      He stared at me for a long moment. “Your people are there,” he said, gesturing. “Rejoin them. You will feel more comfortable.”

      The meaning of his words was not lost on me, but I tried not to show it. “Your boots…”

      “Keep them,” he said stiffly, then turned to go. He took two steps from me and then paused. “I do give you my condolences, Princess. It is no easy thing to lose a father.”

      With that, he turned and walked back into the darkness.

      I stood there for a long moment, watching him go.

      “Princess,” Ystradwel called, exasperation in her voice.

      I turned to find Ystradwel hurrying toward me, tossing her hands in the air in frustration.

      “Conall and I have been looking for you everywhere. You must change and attend the feast. Your mother cannot stop weeping, and Chieftain Gallmaul is acting like a buffoon. You… What are you wearing?” she asked, looking at my feet.

      “Boots.”

      Ystradwel stared at me, dumbfounded, then shook her head in annoyance. “Come along, Princess Cartimandua. You are needed.”

      Turning, I followed her.

      As I went, I balled my hand tight. The blackthorn barb in my clenched hand pricked my palm. I forced myself to feel the pain and the accompanying sensation of blood dripping from my hand.
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      Ystradwel helped me hurriedly redress in a simple black gown.

      “There are leaves in your hair,” she said, a confused tone in her voice. “And a scratch on your cheek. Where were you?”

      I didn’t answer.

      “Princess.”

      “I stepped away for a moment.”

      Ystradwel huffed. “Your mother needs you. This is no time to indulge your penchant for solitude.”

      I said nothing more.

      Ystradwel brushed out my long, raven-black hair and pulled it into a simple knot at the back of my head, pinning it with a silver running-horse hair pin my father had given me.

      Setting the brush down, she lifted my slippers and turned toward me. “Really, Princess, those boots.”

      I took the slippers from her. “I will see to these and rejoin you in a moment.”

      “Princess?”

      “Thank you, Ystradwel.”

      “Very well,” she said, curtseying to me before she departed.

      I sat down on the bed and eyed the slippers for a moment. With the wrappings and the swelling, my feet would never fit in them. As large as the prince’s oversized boots were, they provided far more padding.

      Closing my eyes, I pressed my fingertips against my eyelids to make my head stop aching.

      The sound of my uncle’s voice lifted in laughter from the feasting tent beyond pulled me back. How was I going to do this? Tonight was the feast. Tomorrow were the games. I would not dishonor my father by failing to play the host, but my heart ached.

      The banquet and games are in his honor.

      I reminded myself for the hundredth time that the mirth was intended to respect his memory. But still, my father was dead.

      I rose, smoothing down my dress, then set the slippers aside. There was no way my bandaged feet would fit within them. I stretched my neck and back. Then, I put my hands behind my back, lacing my fingers together, and made my way to the feast.

      The Bastard Prince of the Votadini had called my people false.

      The Brigantes were my people. I was their princess. What did that smug Votadini prince know of them or me?

      But the others…

      Pulling on a placid smile, I made my way to the feasting tent.

      I was intercepted by one I knew wasn’t false, Prince Venutiux of the Carvetti. He was carrying two goblets of mead.

      “You look like you could use a drink, Princess,” he said, handing me the goblet.

      “Perhaps more than one,” I replied, sipping the drink.

      The prince laughed lightly and then very briefly set his hand on the small of my back. “Are you all right, Cartimandua?” he whispered.

      “As well as I can be.”

      “You have shown such grace. Not everyone could fare so well.” His gaze briefly went to my mother seated beside Gallmaul at the main table in the tent.

      To my surprise, Morfudd’s tears had dried, and she was smiling and laughing with my uncle, who kept patting her hand.

      I frowned at them.

      “It must be difficult to carry so much of the burden,” Venutiux said, sipping his drink. “But you are your father’s daughter. The Brigantes are safe in your hands.”

      “My mother is queen.”

      “She is, but I have no doubt you will be there to guide her on what is right. You are always there for those you care about.”

      “You flatter me,” I said plainly, pretending his words didn’t touch me. But the truth was, they did. In fact, I felt some sense of relief knowing that someone saw the burden placed on me.

      He laughed. “I flatter no one. Ask anyone who knows me. They will all tell you I am very stingy with my compliments.”

      I winked at him.

      He chuckled lightly. “My brother is worse. No woman set before him has met his qualifications, but, finally, the Venicones have presented a princess whose beauty appealed to my brother.”

      “They have?” I asked, my voice catching. Steadying myself, I added, “The Venicones?”

      “Second daughter, but a woman of blood. They will wed at Lughnasadh.”

      “You would chide her for being a second child?” I asked with a sly grin.

      Venutiux chuckled. “I would never chide anyone for holding my own lowly station.”

      “I must offer your brother my felicitations. I am delighted to hear that Vortigiux will wed,” I said politely, but my stomach quaked. This was not the first conversation Venutiux and I’d had about his father’s insistence that his elder brother wed first. King Cuneda was not interested in a single word from Venutiux regarding his interest in a marriage partner until Vortigiux had his match.

      Now…

      “When I see you again, and you are not in mourning, I hope to resume our earlier conversations if you are still willing to hear them,” Venutiux whispered.

      I swallowed hard, then nodded. “I am.”

      I had met the children of the Carvetti king and queen on several occasions when I was a child. Venutiux and his elder brother always had some exciting mischief I tried to join. I’d thought them little more than wild boys until the summer I was sixteen when I noticed for the first time that the chestnut-haired, hazel-eyed prince was actually very handsome. Not long after that, the tensions with the Dardani and Carvetti strained the relationship between their people and ours.

      But two years ago, when Venutiux’s mother Willowan, died, my parents and I had traveled to Luguvalium, the seat of the Carvetti, for the funeral rites.

      While our people went to the mound, the Carvetti sent their dead to the flames. That year, I caught a true glimpse of Venutiux. He was a bold young prince always pressed upon by his arrogant father to be more, be better, to try harder. But within him was a softer man, one who grieved the loss of his mother.

      When the rites had been concluded and the others had returned to the roundhouse at Luguvalium to feast in Queen Willowan’s honor, Venutiux had stayed behind. I watched as his father, brother, and all his people left him to mourn alone.

      And my heart had broken at the sight.

      “Cartimandua,” my father had said, gesturing for me to join the other mourners on the walk back to Luguvalium.

      But I had paused.

      “I will attend you shorty,” I answered, motioning toward Venutiux.

      Volixus eyed the prince. “He may wish to be alone,” my father told me in a low tone.

      “In which case, I will share my condolences and join you. But if not…”

      My father nodded. “You have a good heart, my girl,” he told me, kissing the side of my head, then led Morfudd away.

      I approached the prince, who stood watching as the pyre burned. Saying nothing, I simply went to his side and remained. Only when I heard him take a short, pained breath did I turn to look. Tears clung to his lashes.

      Reaching out, I took his hand and squeezed it gently.

      “Given who we are, the world expects us to be perfect. Even as a second son, I may do no wrong,” he whispered, then sobbed just a little. “Do you have anyone who…who simply accepts you are as you are?”

      “I am fortunate to have a father who sees me, but my mother… Morfudd means well.”

      Venutiux nodded slowly. “She was the only one who saw me,” Venutiux said, looking toward the pyre. “Not as a Carvetti prince. Not as my father’s second son. Me,” he said, then wept.

      I stepped closer to him, wrapping my arm around his waist. “You will see her again. Life after life, we chase one another for ill or good. You will see her again.”

      Venutiux sniffed, then wiped his tears. “I’m sorry, Princess Cartimandua. This is not your burden.”

      I smiled lightly at him. “When we were children, you stopped me from stepping on a hornet nest. Do you remember? I didn’t see it. I didn’t even know hornets could nest in the ground.”

      He smiled lightly. “Vaguely. I remember you yelling at me.”

      “Well, I thought you were pulling my arm to be mean, but you were saving me from pain,” I said, then squeezed his hand. “I cannot save you from this pain, but I can stand at your side, if you like.”

      After a long moment, he said, “I would like that.”

      And there we had remained until his father sent for him. After that, things were different between us. In the wake of his mother’s death, love had blossomed. And I had hoped to stand at his side forever.

      Now, with his elder brother promised, forever could begin.

      Venutiux smiled. “Good. Does this mean I can have the first dance with you after the funeral games tomorrow?”

      While the funeral games were no Beltane feast, I knew eyes would be on me. I was the next leader of my people. No doubt, many hoped to put themselves or their sons before me. If I were to make my interest in the Carvetti prince known, it could curb some maneuvering.

      “Yes,” I said with a soft smile. “Venu—”

      Venutiux took my hand. “I know you were close with your father. I am so sorry for your loss. But do not despair, Carti. You are not alone. I am here, and the Carvetti are loyal friends.”

      “Thank you.”

      “It is a great tragedy to see your father to the mound. The last time I saw him, he was in the glow of health. Many wonder what could have taken such a strong man. They say he was building walls the morning he died,” he said, then searched my face for answers.

      Confused by the turn in the conversation, I barely managed to guard my expression. “I… Yes, it was a great shock.”

      “Hmm,” Venutiux mused as he sipped his mead. “The gods work in mysterious ways. It is a terrible loss,” he said, then looked from my cup to his own. “Let me get us another,” he said. Taking my goblet from me, he departed.

      I watched as he worked his way across the tents again, stopping to speak to a Carvetti chieftain and his wife, who had also come for the funeral. Venutiux smiled as he spoke, nodding and chuckling with the man. He had such an easy manner with his people. Would he be the same as a husband…and father?

      “He smiles too much,” a voice said from beside me.

      I turned to find Eddin.

      “Eddin,” I said.

      “It’s Vellocatux, remember? The king would have me named in the manner of his sons.”

      “You will always be Eddin to me.”

      Eddin nodded somberly.

      “It is good that he smiles,” I said, gesturing to Venutiux with my chin. “He sets people at ease.”

      “Is that what he’s doing? You are not smiling, Carti. Why should they?” he asked, gesturing to the others.

      “He was my father, not theirs.”

      “Yet, this is a funeral. A time of mourning and remembrance. The Dardani still do not smile. They mourn.”

      I looked around the tent. Gallmaul was red-faced and laughing heartily with his sons. King Cuneda and his elder son, Vortigiux, were chuckling alongside the Selgovae. Around the room, I saw many happy faces, including my mother’s. She sat beside Gallmaul, giggling at some joke of his.

      “My mother’s tears have dried like rain at Midsummer,” I said flatly.

      Eddin nodded, then whispered, “Some laugh and jest while others mourn and look somber, but no matter their reactions, they all share a commonality.”

      “What is that?”

      “They all whisper that your father was murdered.”

      I glanced about the tent. Those chieftains closest to my father sat together and drank, their expressions somber. My father’s men also looked grim, their eyes watching the crowd.

      “Carti?” Eddin asked.

      “Am I smiling?”

      “No.”

      I turned and looked at Eddin. Of all the children who had come to Rigodonum, their parents hoping to one day turn a playfellow into a bedfellow, only Eddin and I had found true camaraderie. And because of that, in all my memory, I had only been angry at my father once—when he had declined to help the Dardani. I remembered the shouting match that had ensued. I had never been more furious with my father. He did not want the Brigantes dragged into a war with the Carvetti. But his inaction resulted in King Eddin being killed, his tribe absorbed, and my friend had become little more than a servant to the Carvetti king and his sons. Out of all the people gathered, I truly trusted Eddin.

      “The whispers are true,” I told my old friend. “Tell no one.”

      “Who do I have to tell, Carti? My horse? My dog? To lose a father is one thing. To lose a father to the violence of another’s hand… I know that pain too well. Who is suspected?”

      I shook my head, willing my eyes not to well with tears.

      “Votadini?” Eddin asked.

      “I don’t know,” I said, then turned to him. “It is left to my mother to discover the culprit, and I don’t think she…” I said, looking toward Morfudd, a thousand doubts swimming through my mind.

      Eddin frowned. “If she cannot or will not do it, you must. You can do it, Carti. I know you. You love your people before all else, and you will keep them safe. But you must act soon. War may soon be at your door. You must be ready.”

      “But my mother—”

      “Carti,” Eddin said knowingly.

      He was right. My mother would do nothing, and in the end, we would be exposed.

      “I left you smiling and return to find you pensive and unhappy,” Venutiux said, frowning at Eddin, “but such is the storm cloud that Vellocatux always brings with him.”

      “It is a funeral, Venutiux,” Eddin told the prince. “It is more appropriate to be sorrowful than look like a laughing fool before the twin goddesses.”

      “Every day is like a funeral when you are near,” Venutiux told him. “Refill my father’s cup, and see if my brother needs you. Leave the princess in peace.”

      “But we…” I began, but Eddin turned to me and shook his head.

      “I have my duties, Princess. I must see to them,” Eddin told me. “I hope we can speak again,” he said, then left.

      Venutiux handed me a fresh goblet of mead. “It is a regrettable situation,” he said, seeing my eyes follow Eddin. “But, as with your maid—the Setantii girl—one that is sometimes necessary to keep the peace.”

      I nodded, but my mind was on Eddin’s words. In the wake of my father’s passing, I could only feel the deep sense of loss and pain, but Eddin spoke the truth. My mother could not rule, let alone ferret out my father’s killer. I needed to plan.

      Venutiux eyed me closely. “I had hoped the news of my brother’s engagement would cheer you, but perhaps Eddin’s dour charms have made you forget our previous conversation.”

      “I…” I said, suddenly feeling embarrassed. “I am very eager to revisit that topic.”

      “Really? I couldn’t tell. I’m sure you have much on your mind. So, for now, let’s drink. To your father,” he said, clicking his cup against mine. “And those excellent boots of yours, Cartimandua,” he said, then laughed.

      As I sipped my mead, I willed my heart to be calm and forced all emotions from my face. But despite my best intentions, my heart swam in a sea of confusion.
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      My mother saved me from further confusing conversations with Venutiux by calling me to her side. I spent the rest of the night at the table with her, listening with as much patience as I could to Gallmaul’s many tales of his adventures with my father, in which my uncle always came out the more noble, strong, or heroic of the pair.

      My father’s death had changed his brother very little.

      “Cousin, let me refill your drink,” Cadoc, Gallmaul’s eldest son, said, pouring me more mead.

      In truth, I rarely drank the heady brew, so what I had already imbibed was working on my heart and mind. My head was a mess. I ached for my father, was worried for my people, felt enraged at my father’s killer, and was confused about how I had somehow seemingly offended Venutiux.

      After my mother had called me to join her, the prince had not looked my way again. Instead, he worked his way through the room, laughing and joking with the others, including Princess Alys of the Parisii, who seemed to enjoy Venutiux’s attention. I had not meant him any offense. Surely, he realized my state. I wasn’t sure what I had even said or done to annoy him, but it was clear I had somehow hurt or upset him.

      Frowning in confusion, I looked up at my cousin Cadoc. Cadoc was a tall man, with a large, muscular frame, a long nose, close-set eyes, and shaggy black hair. “I… Thank you, Cadoc.”

      “I know you are sad, Princess, but you will feel better soon. I was sad when my mother died, but I don’t feel as sad anymore. I just miss her.”

      “Your mother was an admirable woman. She is missed by all who knew her,” I replied. And she was. Lady Adelaide had been a good woman, far too wise to have been married to Gallmaul. For that, I’d always pitied her. The daughter of a Tectoverdi chieftain, she’d been married very young to my uncle. It was not a happy marriage, but she had always been kind to me and had doted on her sons. Of the two, Cadoc was the better. He was short on wit but made a fine warrior. His brother, Catell, spent too much time at his father’s side. Catell was loud, snarky, and arrogant. I’d never seen any sign of his mother’s goodness in him. Sadly, Lady Adelaide had slipped on an icy patch on the stairs over the winter and fallen, breaking her neck. We had all mourned her death.

      “She is,” Cadoc said, then lingered as if there was something more he wanted to say.

      “Cousin?” I asked.

      “You are very pretty, Cartimandua.”

      “I… Thank you, Cousin,” I told him, confused. At that exact moment, however, I spotted Onnen, the high priestess of Brigantia. The priestesses had been busy that night attending to the private rites. Finally, she rejoined us.

      I rose. “I must speak to Onnen,” I told Cadoc, setting aside my cup. “Thank you again.”

      “Oh. All right,” Cadoc said, then watched me as I departed.

      I crossed the tent to the priestess, who lingered just outside. As I went, I felt the pain in my feet, particularly the pinch where the blackthorn barb had jabbed me. Enemy or not, I was grateful to Mael Muire for her care.

      I joined the priestess. “Honored Mother,” I said, bowing to her.

      “Princess Cartimandua.”

      “A word, please?”

      “Princess,” she said, inclining her head to me. She gestured for us to step away from the others.

      While it was commonplace in other tribes for kings and queens to be guided by the wisdom of druids, that was not the way of the Brigantes. We were children of the twin goddesses. As such, it was to their priestesses that we listened. King Bellnorix, my grandfather, had banished the last druid advisers of the Brigantes. Calling them self-interested, he had deeply mistrusted the druids. My father had agreed, guiding my mother not to recall them during her reign either. While the Carvetti, Parisii, Selgovae, and other tribes around us had druid advisers, it was not our way. Only the Votadini did as the Brigantes had done. That had always been their way. It was to the priestesses of the Cailleach that they listened. My grandfather, King Bellnorix, believed the druids put their own good before the kings they served. So, they had no place in Brigantes lands. It was our priestesses to whom we turned in times of need.

      “Onnen, I must speak with you further about the manner of my father’s death,” I whispered. “With each face that appears before me, I cannot help but wonder whose hand poured the poison. It feels absurd for my mother and me to freely mix amongst the others when we are likely in danger.”

      “Your guards are with you, Princess,” she said, gesturing.

      I frowned. “I know my mother is queen, and it is her place to dictate such things, but we cannot wait. My mother is a good queen. She cares about our people, but we both know my father was the mind and fist of the Brigantes. Someone has purposefully stripped away our power. We are all at risk. What have you seen? Heard?”

      “My priestesses are whispering,” Onnen assured me. “Unseen, they work amongst the sisterhood to discover the truth.”

      “The Parisii and Votadini come to us the very image of honorable sorrow.”

      “So they do,” Onnen said.

      “Have there been any signs? Has Brigantia whispered?”

      Onnen shook her head. “If there is something we can discover, we will,” she said, then paused. “Cartimandua, you honor your father with your concern, but you should mourn.”

      For as long as I could remember, Onnen had been high priestess of Brigantia. She was an old woman when I was young. Her hair had always been white as snow, her face deeply lined. She was a sweet woman and a loving guide, but at this moment, I realized she still saw me as Morfudd’s small daughter. Such sentimentality was dangerous right now. “Honored Mother, do you think Morfudd will do anything to discover who killed my father? Do you think it has even occurred to her? Not for lack of love but lack of…” Of wit. I could not speak the words aloud but thought them all the same. I looked back to where my mother sat laughing alongside Gallmaul. At the very least, my moronic uncle distracted my mother from her sorrow.

      Onnen nodded thoughtfully. “I will speak with High Priestess Môd. She and her priestesses observe your father’s mound this night. We will meet with you tomorrow, Princess.”

      “Thank you, Onnen.”

      The ancient priestess bowed to me, then departed.

      As I watched her go, I felt frustrated. I knew Onnen meant well, but I didn’t understand how she couldn’t see we needed to move with expedience.

      Annoyed, I crossed the feasting area, joining the men gathered by one of the bonfires. I found Conall, the chief man in my father’s warband. He was red-eyed from drinking and, aside from myself, seemed most moved by my father’s death. Conall had been like a brother to my father. It was ironic, considering how loudly Gallmaul was laughing. But my uncle had always been a fool.

      “Princess,” Conall said, setting aside his ale and joining me.

      The other men of my father’s warband bowed to me, sympathetic expressions on their faces.

      “Princess Cartimandua, I have not had the opportunity to express my deep sorrow to you for your loss,” Conall told me.

      “It is a loss we share, Conall. You, a friend. Me, a father,” I said, gesturing for the man to walk with me.

      When we turned, I felt the gaze of another on me.

      I lifted my eyes to find Venutiux looking at me.

      He gave me a tender smile, which I returned.

      Behind him, however, I also saw Eddin. My old friend’s gaze flicked from me to Venutiux. Eddin scowled at the Carvetti prince, then turned away.

      “Yes,” Conall said, nodding somberly. “And the Brigantes, a protector.”

      “And yet… You were with my father the morning he died, were you not? And you saw no sign that he was unwell.”

      “We rode out that morning to survey the work on the expansion of the fort and to aid the men with the walls. We worked until midday, ate and drank with the men, then returned to the fort in the evening. That is when we parted ways. The next I knew of your father, he was dead.”

      I paused. “Conall…”

      The man met my gaze. I watched him study my face, trying to read the expression thereon.

      “You have heard the rumors?” I asked in a low voice.

      “Yes, Princess.” He swallowed hard, and a tremor of sadness worked his lips.

      “They are true. Aside from the priestesses and my mother, no one else knows the truth.” Well, aside from Eddin, but Conall doesn’t need to know that. “Conall, I must have a full accounting of who my father interacted with the day he died. We must know if anyone new has joined the kitchens, if anyone unfamiliar has been noticed in Rigodonum, or if anyone suspicious was noticed about my father. The priestesses seek to discover the culprit, but I cannot rely on their methods alone. Someone has sought to weaken the Brigantes. We must know who and why.”

      Conall’s expression grew dark. “We have no shortage of enemies, Princess.”

      “King Ruith brought up Mydils to my mother, but the matter was set aside for the moment,” I said, looking back to where the Parisii had gathered.

      “Not a week ago, your father had a confrontation with a Parisii chieftain who had entered Brigantes lands near Mydils. Ruith has always wanted that port and the rich fishing areas. Your father stamped out the confrontation, but soon, the pilchards will come in, and the Parisii will grow greedy.”

      “They would be so bold as to push the borders?”

      “Yes.”

      “And the Votadini…”

      “Everyone knows the blood history of your father’s people and the Votadini. The Tectoverdi joined the Brigantes out of a need for protection. Your father’s marriage to the crown silenced all Votadini cries of stolen lands. But now… Many will take this opportunity to strike, even if they are not the ones who shortened your father’s life.”

      Reining my deep frustration, I said, “We must seek the truth however we can. My father…” I said, then paused. “There were men who used to visit my father at night secretly. I never knew their names. We never spoke. You know the men of whom I speak?”

      “I do.”

      “Are those men here or hereabouts?”

      “Yes, Princess.”

      “Can they be trusted?”

      “Yes, Princess.”

      I nodded. “Thank you, Conall.”

      “Princess Cartimandua, you may rely on me as your father did. A piece of me has gone to the ground with him, but what is left of me is yours. From now until my dying day. One day, you will be our queen. I am your servant now as I will be in the future.”

      “Thank you, Conall.”

      With that, the man bowed and left me.

      Turning, I stared out over the valley below. From this angle, I could not see the henges, but I could see the moon and stars, the view unobstructed by the light of the torches.

      I looked up at the sky, spotting the three sisters there.

      “Cailleach,” I whispered. “Be with me. Let me uncover the truth and punish those black hearts.”

      “Cartimandua…

      “Ready your sword.”
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        * * *

      

      Leaving the funeral feast, I retreated to my tent. Ystradwel and Hilda, my mother’s maid, prepared my mother for bed. My mother had already changed into her dressing gown. Hilda was working on braiding my mother’s long hair.

      “Life is very strange, isn’t it?” Morfudd asked absently, an odd expression on her face, a strange mix of sorrow and wistfulness.

      “There is no doubt of that,” Ystradwel said sourly.

      “The goddesses move us in ways we do not expect,” my mother continued.

      “What do you mean, my queen?” Hilda asked.

      Pulling herself from her thoughts, she shook her head. “Nothing,” she said. “Just a random musing,” she said, then turned to me. “Cartimandua, we must rest and be ready for the games in the morning.”

      “Mother, do you really think it is appropriate to continue the games as if—” I began, then paused when Ystradwel and Hilda both turned to me, their curiosities piqued. “Yes. You’re right. We must rest.”

      “Your father always loved the horse racing,” Morfudd said with a sad smile. “When my father died, Volixus won the race and the feats of arms.”

      “The king was a fine horseman,” Hilda agreed.

      “Why wouldn’t you wish to continue the games, Princess?” Ystradwel asked.

      “Only that it is a dark time,” I said.

      “Hard to believe we will celebrate Volixus’s games before your grandmother’s,” Hilda told Morfudd. “To think that Verbia has outlived them all… her son and his wife, now Volixus too.”

      “She is too stubborn to die,” my mother said, a sour tone in her voice.

      Verbia was my mother’s grandmother, Bellnorix’s mother. The woman was blessed with great longevity, but age had weakened her. She was barely able to walk on her own, rarely leaving her chamber, and she almost never spoke.

      While the others considered Verbia a burden, I saw her much differently. My great-grandmother had once been a priestess of the Cailleach and possessed a sharp wit even now, although she did not let the others see it.

      While Morfudd dismissed Verbia entirely, my father had seen something else.

      “It was not just his father that shaped Bellnorix. Verbia carries the wisdom of the goddesses. If she honors you with words, listen,” my father once told me.

      To my luck, Verbia had patience with her great-granddaughter. After I had discovered the ancient woman still had a mind to play fidchell, we became regular companions.

      My mother would often chide me for spending time with her. “You waste your time watching a stump rot, Cartimandua,” she once told me, unable to hide the disdain on her face.

      “Why do you dislike her so much?” I’d asked.

      At the question, my mother simply became flustered and didn’t answer. To this day, I still didn’t understand why my mother, who seemed to like everyone, disliked her own grandmother.

      Hilda laughed. “Surely, she will outlive us all just to spite us.”

      “I wouldn’t put it past her,” my mother said, then turned to Ystradwel. “Ystradwel, fetch me a tonic of honeyed herbs? I had far too much mead, and my head aches.”

      “My queen,” Ystradwel said. She bowed to my mother and then departed.

      Morfudd turned to me. “I have it,” she said, wearing a triumphant smile. “I have found a way to protect us, Carti.”

      “Protect us?”

      “From our enemies.”

      “I am glad you are thinking of this too. I spoke with Onnen and Conall this evening. After the funeral games, we must gather the chieftains at Rigodonum. There are issues we must consider regarding the—”

      “Oh, yes. That. Of course,” she replied, waving dismissively. “If you think so, Carti.”

      I paused. “What did you mean?”

      “It’s nothing. I, too, will speak to Onnen,” she said, then looked me over. “Carti, where did you get those boots?”

      “You would not believe me if I told you.”

      Hilda laughed. “Are those a man’s boots, Princess? Don’t you know the old saying?”

      “What saying?”

      “When a woman walks in a man’s boots, she carries the weight of his heart.”

      I frowned. “I promise you, the heart was not involved, although a blackthorn briar was,” I said, then disappeared behind a screen to change. I slipped into my night dress, then pulled off Prince Cormag’s boots and set them aside. As I did so, my mother’s words played in my mind. Unable to sort it out, I asked, “Mother, what will you speak to Onnen about?”

      I waited for a time, but Morfudd didn’t answer.

      “Mother?”

      When I stepped around the screen again, I found Morfudd fast asleep.

      “Too much mead,” Hilda said with a laugh. “Good for her, though. Takes the edge off the pain.”

      Ystradwel returned a moment later, a steaming mug in her hand.

      “Already sleeping,” Hilda told her.

      Ystradwel smothered an annoyed frown.

      “Why don’t you enjoy it yourself and take your rest?” I suggested.

      “No. It will make me groggy. I must wake up early to have all your things prepared. Perhaps you should have it,” Ystradwel said, setting it on the stool beside my cot. “With your permission, Princess, I will retire now.”

      “Of course. Thank you for all you have done for my family today, Ystradwel. Your labors do not go unnoticed, nor unappreciated.”

      The girl paused momentarily, searching my face for any sign of sarcasm. Finding none, she bowed to me and then set about getting ready for bed.

      I sat on the side of my cot and lifted the mug, smelling the herbs therein. I was about to drink the tonic but then paused. My father had taken something from a hand he trusted and never opened his eyes again. Could we trust Ystradwel? Feeling paranoid, I set the drink aside and then lay down, covering myself.

      As I drifted off to sleep, Hilda’s joking words rang through my mind.

      I would return Prince Cormag’s boots in the morning.

      I already had enough burden to carry. The Brigantes were my father’s heart. I did not wear the crown nor his boots, but I would protect my people. May Brigantia and Cailleach be with me.
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      When I woke the following day, my mother was already gone. Ystradwel was busy setting out my things for the day, including a black-and-white gown adorned with shimmering silver moons on the neckline and sleeves.

      “Princess,” she said, seeing me awake. “I will fetch some warm water for washing.”

      “My mother?”

      “She left early for the games.”

      I nodded, and Ystradwel departed.

      Rising slowly, I felt the ache in my feet. Moving carefully, I pulled off my bandages. The many small cuts had already sealed closed once more. The heel of my foot where I stepped on the thorn was black and purple and tender to the touch. I could rest most of the day, simply sitting and presiding over the games, but tonight there would be dancing. I hoped my feet had made some sort of recovery by then.

      Thoughts of Venutiux drifted through my mind. Just weeks ago, my father had gently broached the idea of marriage. He had not pressed but had indicated to me that the time was coming.

      I was not foolish enough to believe I could wed anyone I liked. I knew whatever match I made had to be advantageous to the Brigantes. I hoped the second son of an allied tribe might be good enough, but I had not mentioned Venutiux by name. Now, it would be left to my mother to decide. In my heart, I knew my father would have agreed to my request. My mother… Morfudd’s moods could be changeable.

      Ystradwel returned a few moments later with a basin of warm water. She set it on the table beside me.

      “Let me fetch fresh bandages,” she said, eyeing my feet.

      While she was gone, I washed my wounds. When Ystradwel returned, she helped me bind them once more. When we were done, I washed up and redressed for the day.  Ystradwel had just finished fixing my hair, adorning it with a silver pin and white flowers, when a voice called me from the tent flap.

      “Princess. They are beginning preparations for the first of the games. Your mother has asked for you,” Conall told me.

      “Coming now,” I replied, then eyed Ystradwel, dressed in a splendid teal-colored gown, her curly yellow locks pulled back with a ribbon. “You look very pretty, Ystradwel,” I said. And while she looked very fetching, I was also aware that she was wearing her family colors.

      A flicker of a smile lit up her lips, but she smothered it. “Thank you, Princess. So do you.”

      “That is your own handiwork that you see,” I told her. When I rose, I forced myself not to wince. My heel ached more than I realized. Forcing my feet into my slippers, I made ready.

      We exited the tent. Along with Conall and a handful of guards, we crossed the plain to the nearby valley where the funeral games would be held.

      “So many,” I said, looking over the field. From commoners to nobles, hundreds of people were in attendance.

      “Your father was much loved, Princess,” Conall said.

      We went to the raised platform from which we would view the games. A tent had been erected around the venue to protect the noble spectators from the late summer sun.

      My mother sat at the center of the platform, Gallmaul at her side. My cousins, Cadoc and Catell, stood behind them. Unlike his hulking brother, Catell was a lithe thing with a pock-marked face and a sour countenance.

      “Good morning, Cousin,” Cadoc called.

      “And to you.”

      Cadoc gave me a broad smile. I was unsure what to make of my cousin’s newfound attention toward me. All my life, Cadoc and Catell had basically ignored me. They had been far more interested in whatever activity my father or theirs had been engaged in. But, perhaps, the loss of his mother made him sympathetic to my plight. I hoped it was only that.

      Please, Brigantia, let it be only that.

      Along with my mother were aged King Artorios and Queen Aine of the Selgovae, King Merod and Queen Beira of the Novantae, and many chieftains from the Brigantes, including the subtribes of the Corionototae and Lepocares.

      Amongst the crowd was one surprise.

      “Father,” Ystradwel said with a bright smile.

      “Ystradwel,” he called kindly, rising slowly when he saw his daughter.

      The years since the rebellion had aged King—now Chieftain—Cam considerably. His hair had gone white, and he walked with the use of a cane, his back bending. Not long after the rebellion and Ystradwel coming to live with us, the king had a sudden seizure that left him weakened and ill.

      Ystradwel moved to go forward but paused and looked at me.

      “Chieftain Cam,” I said, taking Ystradwel’s arm and leading her to her father. “I am delighted to see you.”

      “I have given my apologies to Queen Morfudd already,” Cam said, “but let me share them with you as well, Princess. A muddy trench and a broken wagon delayed my arrival. I am sorry I did not make it in time to see your father into the arms of the Cailleach. I hope no offense was taken.”

      “No, sir,” I said, taking his hand and giving it a squeeze. How frail he felt. The angry man who’d rallied the Setantii in rebellion was gone. The weight of his losses now pressed down on him. “My father would be honored to see old wounds set aside and find you here.”

      “Yes, yes, you are right. It is all in the past now,” he said. But something told me a king would never forget losing his crown, past or not. Cam turned his attention to Ystradwel. “My girl, how like your mother you look today. Like a true Setantii selkie,” he said, referring to the siren that graced the Setantii banner.

      Ystradwel laughed lightly, and a rare, honest smile lit up her face.

      “Cartimandua,” my mother called, gesturing for me to sit in a chair on the podium just below her.

      “You must excuse me,” I told Chieftain Cam, then turned to Ystradwel. “Please… Sit with your father.”

      “But, Princess—”

      “Be at ease. It has been too long since you have seen one another.”

      Ystradwel gave me a generous smile. “Thank you, Princess.”

      Leaving them, I joined my mother and uncle.

      “It is a fine day for the games,” Gallmaul told me, gesturing to the field before us. “Volixus is smiling upon us from the Otherworld,” he said, taking my mother’s hand and squeezing it. When he saw me frown at the gesture, he let her go and then turned back to his sons. “Oi. What are you two doing here?”

      “Father?” Cadoc asked vacantly.

      “I asked what you are doing here, Cadoc. Get on the field. Ride. Fight. Honor your uncle and show these warriors what you are made of,” he told Cadoc, then turned to Catell. “You too.”

      “But we—” Catell began in protest, but Gallmaul cut him off.

      “You can lift a bow, can’t you? Hack with a sword?”

      “Of course we can,” Catell said in annoyance. “Cadoc is our best fighter.”

      “Then, I ask you again, what are you doing here? Go!”

      “Yes, Father,” Cadoc said, bowing.

      “Yes, Father,” Catell echoed.

      “They’re good boys,” Gallmaul told my mother, “but they don’t take a step without me directing them.”

      “They want to please you,” my mother replied generously.

      Gallmaul laughed. “They would please me by thinking for themselves.”

      At that, my mother merely laughed.

      Gallmaul, noticing the other nobles smirking at him, turned his attention to the field below. “Ah, the Carvetti are out for the horse racing, I see. Both sons are making ready.” He gestured to them. “And Eachann, son of one of my retainers. He is an excellent horseman. Many Brigantes chieftains and their sons as well,” he told my mother, gesturing.

      I scanned the field.

      Gallmaul was right. Both Venutiux and Vortigiux were making ready to ride. I saw them preparing their horses, Eddin assisting them. It was then that I noticed that they were prepping only two horses. Wasn’t Eddin competing? I frowned. Aside from my father, Eddin was the best rider I knew. Even my father had once commented on it. Was King Cuneda so prideful?

      But of course he was.

      The Dardani were a defeated people. King Cuneda would not let Eddin—Vellocatux—forget it. And the thought that Eddin could beat his sons… That could not be abided.

      I scanned the field once more, spotting Brigantes Chieftain Aedan, a young man about my age with golden hair and a smile that evoked dimples on his handsome face. It was always fun to exchange barbs with him.

      “Princess Cartimandua,” a gentle voice called.

      I turned to see Princess Alys of the Parisii there. I gave her a polite smile. “Princess Alys,” I said, gesturing beside me. “Please, sit with me.”

      Behind me, King Ruith and Queen Cailleacha greeted my mother.

      My gaze shifted to Conall, who stood on guard behind my mother.

      He met my gaze, raising and lowering his eyebrows.

      The Parisii king and queen spoke kindly to my mother, then took their seats nearby. What a political game it all was, villains smiling and making nice while they worked behind your back to undo your world. At least King Cuneda wore his contempt for Eddin in the open.

      “I am very sorry for your loss,” Princess Alys told me, her soft brown eyes and crinkled brow the perfect image of sincere empathy. But was it real? Like her parents, was she toying with me? Alys settled into the seat beside me, gently arranging her rose-colored gown that matched her hair. She wore a crown of summer briar roses on her head. “I did not know your father,” she continued, “but all say he was a great man. Even if the Brigantes and Parisii do not always see eye to eye, he is to be honored.”

      “Thank you,” I said, giving her a smile.

      A servant with a tray of goblets made his way through the crowd, offering them to the nobles gathered there.

      “My cousin Alistair is on the field,” Alys said, gesturing. “You can mark him by his hair. He is flame-topped,” she said with a laugh.

      I followed her gaze, noting first the golden banner of the Parisii featuring the fighting man, a warrior with a sword in his hand. Then, I noticed the man Alys had mentioned. The redheaded rider sat on a white horse with a black mane and tail.

      “Your cousin, you say?”

      She nodded. “The son of my late uncle, my father’s brother. Alistair is a fair rider but a better warrior. The third round of the games will best showcase his strengths.”

      “I am sorry your brother could not come.”

      Alys stiffened. “Yes. He is ill,” she said. Her voice was light, as if there was nothing to be concerned with, but I knew better. Everyone knew that the Parisii Prince Senorix was born with a malady that kept him in bed. The Parisii did not want to speak of it for fear it would make them appear weak. Had King Ruith already identified a more suitable heir in his nephew? Would he bypass his ill son and his daughter for the strapping warrior? It would not surprise me at all. Many tribes favored male heirs, but not the Brigantes. Several generations back, the Brigantes were only ruled by women. The queens of the Brigantes were Brigantia to the people.

      As we waited for the riders, King Dumnovellaunus of the Coritani appeared. One of the three great kings of the Coritani tribe, the king sat beside my mother, pulling her into a conversation about the races and other matches to come. I had not noticed the man at the rites the night before but was glad to know other allied tribes had come. The man spoke kindly to my mother, patting her hand. At first, I thought it was good decorum, but then I saw a sparkle in the king’s eye.

      A sinking feeling filled my stomach.

      Now that my father had gone, my mother instantly became a desirable marriage match. And, having wed my father when she was just sixteen, Morfudd was still within her bearing years.

      I inhaled a tight breath. I was my mother’s only child, but if she wed again… The rivalry between heirs could tear a kingdom apart. If her new husband had children and a tribe behind him… Feeling ill at the idea, I turned back to the field, watching the riders prepare.

      The priestesses would surely guide Morfudd on what was right.

      Such alliances would have to be carefully considered.

      And I was now in my marriageable years, which would also have to be considered.

      Surely…

      I looked back toward the field, my eyes searching for Venutiux. He was on horseback and waiting for his brother. What a fine figure he cut, the sunlight shimmering on his chestnut-colored hair.

      They would ride three laps around the course, the winner taking the prize. Afterward, there would be an archery competition, then feats of arms.

      Chieftain Maelgwn of the Lopocares joined us. He, too, went to my mother, complimenting her dress and on the games. Beside Morfudd, Gallmaul began to frown. If my mother married again, the Tectoverdi influence on the crown would weaken. Gallmaul, no doubt, understood this. He also understood he was no king. If a king were to wed my mother…

      I suppressed a sigh.

      “Like hounds on a hunt,” Alys whispered. “Your poor father just buried, and already they come for your mother.”

      Surprised by her frankness, I turned back to the field. “I suspect all royal women suffer from others’ preoccupations with our crowns and wombs.”

      Alys huffed a laugh. “Makes me want to run off with a cobbler’s son. I feel for your mother, though. Her options are rather…molding.”

      I chuckled. She wasn’t wrong. Chieftain Maelgwn was old enough to be my mother’s father.

      “But this field is full of fresh blossoms,” Alys said with a laugh, gesturing to the young men gathered for the games.

      The contestants rode before the waiting crowd, waving to loved ones or gathering favors from their sweethearts. A simple ribbon from a woman’s hair or even a small talisman was enough to show respect or favor.

      “Look at that,” Princess Alys whispered as a young man wearing Setantii colors approached Ystradwel and her father. While their family no longer hoisted the teal-colored selkie banners of the Setantii, the young man’s blue-green tunic showed his tribe.

      “Lady Ystradwel, may I ask for your favor?” the young man called up to my maid—the former princess of her people. I didn’t recognize the blond-haired man, but I had no doubt that he was from an important house in their tribe.

      Uncertain, Ystradwel turned back to my mother for approval.

      Morfudd nodded.

      “You should not encourage them, Morfudd,” I heard Gallmaul tell her.

      “It is a harmless charm,” my mother replied.

      With a smile, Ystradwel took the ribbon from her hair and tied it to the young man’s arm.

      “Many thanks, Lady Ystradwel. By Llyr, I will make you and the chieftain proud,” he said. He bowed in his saddle to Cam, and then rode off.

      When Ystradwel sat once more, Chieftain Cam whispered in her ear.

      As much as I hated to admit it, Gallmaul was right. The last thing we needed was the Setantii getting noble ideas in the wake of my father’s death.

      I flicked my gaze briefly across the field. I saw Venutiux riding my way. I smiled, but my vision was interrupted when a rider on a black horse appeared before Princess Alys and me.

      “Prince Cormag,” I said in surprise.

      “I hope your foot has recovered from the blackthorn barb, Princess Cartimandua.”

      “I am grateful for your care…and your boots,” I said with a light smile. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Venutiux approach.

      “I would be honored to carry your favor today, Princess. In your father’s honor,” Cormag told me.

      Ah, Brigantia. No.

      “I…” I said, my gaze flicking to Venutiux and then back to Cormag again. “Of course,” I said, then rose and went to Prince Cormag. It was a great offense to decline a young man your favor, even if you did not want to offer it. While we still did not know the truth surrounding my father’s death, it hurt nothing to make an overture of friendship to the Votadini.

      Except for the hurt and offense it would cause Venutiux.

      I reached into my pocket, retrieving a strand of braided black and white ribbons, the colors of my house. I affixed them to Prince Cormag’s arm, once again catching that deep woodsy scent clinging to him. Dipping back into my pocket, I pulled out the blackthorn barb, using it to lock the favor in place. “May the only pierce you feel today be from the blackthorn,” I told him with a smile, meeting his blue eyes. “May Brigantia and the Cailleach watch over you and bring you success.”

      “Thank you, Princess,” he replied.

      When I stepped back, Cormag bowed to me in his saddle, then turned and rode off.

      “The audacity,” Gallmaul whispered to my mother.

      “Princess Alys, you are a vision of loveliness today,” Venutiux called. “Like a rose in May. Permit me to wear your favor?”

      Alys smiled and rose.

      Taking a tight breath, I sat, forcing myself to smile placidly as the man I hoped to marry had another woman pin her favor on him.

      What a disaster. Surely, Venutiux would understand that I had no choice. However, he should have come at once if he had wanted my favor. If it had not been Cormag, it would have been a dozen other young men hoping to honor my father and win my attention. Why had Venutiux lingered?

      All the same, it was good of him to give his attention to Alys. Her presence had saved both Venutiux and me an unexpected moment of embarrassment.

      Alys tied her ribbon to Venutiux’s arm, attaching a rose from her hair with it, then sat once more.

      When Venutiux moved to ride off, I tried to meet his gaze, but he did not look my way.

      To my surprise, King Cuneda also rode forward. Was he really planning to race as well?

      “Queen Morfudd,” he said, bowing in his saddle to my mother. “We all ride, shoot, fight, and drink in your husband’s honor this day. But if you would be so inclined, I will attempt all of these tasks with the Queen of the Brigantes’ favor on my arm.”

      I bit the inside of my cheek.

      “Bold,” Alys whispered.

      “Hounds.”

      “But that one has the cunning of a wolf. Look how your mother is blushing,” Alys whispered.

      Alys was right. My mother’s cheeks were rosy, and she grinned like a maiden.

      I frowned at her immodesty. I had not meant to, but I could not hide my disdain. She was a woman mourning her husband, not some dizzy virgin on Beltane.

      My mother glanced briefly at me, noting my expression, but said nothing.

      “In honor of my husband’s memory,” she said, tying a black-and-white ribbon around King Cuneda’s arm.

      “Thank you, Queen Morfudd,” King Cuneda said, bowing to her again. This time, his steel-gray eyes locked on hers, and he gave her a knowing smile before riding off.

      “Ambitious snake,” Gallmaul grumbled.

      “He always was a charmer,” Queen Aine whispered to Queen Beira, the women laughing.

      The riders made ready.

      Soon, the gamemaster came forward.

      “My queen,” the gamemaster said, gesturing to my mother to step to the front of the podium.

      She nodded, then motioned to me. “Cartimandua.”

      Rising, I went to her side.

      The gamemaster sounded his horn, bringing everyone to attention.

      “Brigantes. Friends,” Morfudd called in a clear, resounding voice that echoed across the field. “My daughter, Princess Cartimandua, and I are honored to welcome you to these funeral games. We join this day to remember a great and honorable man, King Volixus, my husband and consort of twenty years. Today, we will honor him in a way he would love best, beginning with a fast ride on a fine horse,” she said, making the crowd laugh. “Let the funeral games begin.”

      With that, the gamemaster made ready, calling the riders into place as my mother and I returned to our seats.

      “Who do you think will win?” Princess Alys asked me.

      “Prince Vortigiux.”

      “The elder Carvetti brother? Why him?”

      “His horse shares a bloodline with my father’s horse. They are the fastest in Brigantes’ lands.”

      “Well, you can watch the elder brother all you like. I will keep my eyes on Prince Venutiux,” Alys said with a giggle.

      “Hmm,” I mused, trying not to let my jealousy show.

      Why didn’t Venutiux look at me before he rode off?

      Surely, he understands the rules of decorum I am bound to.

      “The Crow People,” Alys said, eyeing Prince Cormag. “I think his request caught many by surprise, but you seem familiar with the Votadini prince,” she said, her voice dripping with insinuation.

      “He aided me last night when I was injured.”

      “Is that so?”

      “His queen mother is a healer.”

      “I don’t see the queen here,” she said, looking over her shoulder.

      “Nor I.”

      “Is he really a bastard?” Alys whispered. “They say his father was the king consort, but his mother was some common girl.”

      “I don’t know.”

      “Well, they call him the Bastard Prince. I know he was not born of Mael Muire, but she still treats him as her son, and he wears the title of prince. It’s very strange, is it not?”

      “Their ways are not ours.”

      Alys sighed. “It is good to see the Votadini and Brigantes at peace. Let’s hope it lasts until the next moon.”

      “I should remind your chieftains of the same, Princess,” I replied with a smirk.

      At that, Alys laughed. “Indeed, Princess Cartimandua. Indeed.”

      The gamemaster sounded his horn, and the horses sped off.

      Alys’s teasing forgotten, I shifted forward in my seat and watched.

      As I had anticipated, Prince Vortigiux’s horse pulled into the lead, his father and brother not far behind him. There were two dozen horses in this round. The elimination races had taken place earlier this morning. This race would decide the winner. I watched as Prince Cormag leaned in, gaining speed on the Carvetti princes and their father. Alys’s cousin, Alistair, Brigantes Chieftain Aedan, and the Setantii boy wearing Ystradwel’s favor were not far behind him.

      When the horses thundered past us, Prince Vortigiux widened the lead.

      We watched, all of us on edge, as the riders lapped a second time. Prince Cormag rode right behind the Carvetti princes.

      The horses raced around the track.

      Amongst the riders, I saw many Brigantes, all of whom rode well. However, I saw one young Brigantes man gaining on the others. He had saved his horse’s speed for the last lap. As the third lap began, he shot forward, outpacing all the others.

      Prince Vortigiux still had the lead, but I watched as he looked over his shoulder at his father. He then shifted, ever so slightly, in his saddle. The move would go unnoticed by many, but suddenly, the prince’s horse lost speed.

      “Vortigiux’s horse is tiring,” Alys said.

      I said nothing.

      It was not the horse.

      King Cuneda’s patience was tiring. The king would not have his eldest son beat him, especially when tantalizing fruit in the form of my mother dangled before him. My gaze turned back to my mother, expecting her to be beaming at the scene. Instead, I found her and Gallmaul whispering with one another. She wasn’t paying the games any attention.

      The horses came around the bend.

      King Cuneda’s steed pulled in front of Vortigiux. But just behind them and coming up fast was the young Brigantes man.

      As they neared the finish line, a pennant from one of the Brigantes’ banners pulled loose. The black-and-white banner blew in front of the riders.

      King Cuneda’s horse spooked and reared.

      The crowd gasped.

      When the king’s horse shied sideways, it blocked the path of the oncoming riders.

      The horse ridden by the Brigantes boy tried to leap out of the way but fell, causing the rider to tumble and the others to pull back before there was a major catastrophe.

      But then, I saw a streak of black as Prince Cormag’s horse leaped over the fallen steed and continued, thundering down the track, crossing over the finish line.

      The gamemaster blew his horn.

      “Prince Cormag of the Votadini! Our winner!” he pronounced loudly.

      We all clapped, but my attention was drawn toward the accident. I scanned for Venutiux. He was uninjured, thank the twin goddesses.

      The gamemaster motioned for my mother to come forward to award the prize.

      Morfudd rose, descending the podium. As she did so, she gestured for me to join her.

      Leaving Alys, I went to my mother.

      “Come,” Morfudd whispered to me. “Let us crown our enemy.”

      I said nothing and merely followed her as she descended the platform. Again, my gaze went to King Cuneda and the others. From what I could see, everyone had recovered from the incident save the Brigantes boy. He sat at the side, nursing his leg.

      “Your winner, my queen,” the gamemaster said, gesturing to Prince Cormag, who dismounted and then walked to us, leading his horse.

      “Prince Cormag,” my mother said in a loud voice. “In King Volixus’s name, I honor you for your excellent horsemanship. As a reward, I give you this silver amulet depicting the blackthorn tree, sacred symbol of the Cailleach,” she said, taking the prize from the gamemaster. “Very well done,” Morfudd called, then handed the amulet to me.

      The others clapped politely, congratulating the prince.

      I stepped forward.

      Cormag bowed his head so I could place the amulet around his neck. “Well done,” I whispered to him as I lowered the charm. Hanging from a silver chain was an elaborate pendant with the twisting branches of the blackthorn three thereon, the image set in a circle of finely woven silver.

      “Your favor brought me luck, Princess,” Cormag told me.

      “I am more apt to credit this one,” I said, gesturing to Cormag’s horse. I gently offered his steed the back of my hand, allowing him to take in my scent.

      The stallion gently touched my hand with his nose and then sniffed my hair.

      I chuckled, then patted his neck. “Very quick thinking on your part,” I told the horse.

      “He is called Shade, Princess.”

      “Well done, Shade,” I told the horse, stroking his neck, then turned back to Prince Cormag. “And my congratulations to you too, Prince Cormag. You helped a little.”

      “Princess,” Prince Cormag said, giving me a wry smile. He bowed to me and then turned to my mother. “Queen Morfudd.”

      With that, the prince turned and led his horse away.

      “Such a dour creature,” my mother whispered behind him.

      “I don’t think so. Perhaps he’s just shy,” I replied, waiting to see my mother’s reaction.

      She laughed. “Haughty, more like. Haughty for a bastard,” she grumbled.

      “Clear the field. Clear the field,” the gamemaster called. “A mug of ale for all, and then the archery match will begin!”

      I glanced toward the Carvetti. “We should check on the others,” I told my mother.

      “You go, Carti. My feet hurt.”

      “Mother.”

      But my mother didn’t respond. She merely went back to the platform. Gallmaul met her halfway to help her back up the stairs.

      I smoothed down my skirts, then approached the other riders. Many had already departed, but King Cuneda and his sons were there. The king, who hadn’t seen me, was cursing his eldest son.

      “Why didn’t you veer left?” Cuneda hissed at Vortigiux. “All of this because you cannot follow simple instructions.”

      “My king,” Eddin said, reaching for the king’s horse’s reins.

      But King Cuneda was livid. Ignoring Eddin, he snapped his horse’s reins too hard, causing the animal to shy backward. The horse stomped blindly toward me.

      “Carti,” Eddin called in a warning.

      I dodged out of the way before the horse could trample me.

      “Princess,” Prince Vortigiux called, rushing to steady me.

      “You fool,” King Cuneda yelled at Eddin, slapping him hard. “You nearly startled the horse into the princess. Get these animals out of here and get our gear ready,” he told Eddin.

      I opened my mouth to protest, but Eddin met my gaze and shook his head.

      “Are you all right, Princess Cartimandua?” King Cuneda asked.

      “I am. Thank you,” I said. “I came to see if everyone was well,” I said, looking for Venutiux, but he left with Eddin.

      “Thank you for your concern, Princess,” Prince Vortigiux told me. “I am sorry we lost to that Votadini snake, but otherwise, we are intact.”

      “It was an unfortunate turn of events, but I am glad you are all right,” I told them, eyeing the boy still sitting on the side of the track, nursing his leg.

      Two very worried-looking boys stood over him.

      “If you will excuse me,” I told King Cuneda and Prince Vortigiux, then went to the young man. By the time I got there, one of the priestesses of Brigantia had also arrived and was inspecting the boy’s leg.

      “Princess,” the boy said, looking up at me nervously. “I should stand…” he said, gesturing to the other young men to help him get up.

      “Please, stay as you are. Let the priestess attend to you. What is your name?”

      “We are the sons of Chieftain Brennan, Princess. I’m Bren, that is Branon, and our middle brother, the rider, is Ben,” the eldest said, gesturing to Ben.

      “Indeed? I know your father, but I have not seen him here.”

      “He stayed at Mydils Fort. There were some issues there, but he sent us to represent him.”

      “You rode very well, Ben.”

      “Hardly, Princess. I think my ankle is broken.”

      “Sprained, I think, young master. But not broken,” the priestess told him.

      “I am very glad of that,” I told Ben, then looked to the horse. “Your horse? Is he all right?”

      “Shaken, but not hurt,” the eldest brother told me.

      “You did ride very well, Ben. It is not your fault King Cuneda tried to cheat. Had he not done so, the race would have been between you and Prince Cormag. And we all know that Brigantes are the best riders.”

      At that, the three brothers grinned at me.

      “Soak it in cold water and no weight on it,” the priestess said, rising.

      “Thank you,” I told the priestess, who inclined her head to me and then departed.

      “Archers! Archers!” the gamemaster called. “Gather!”

      “Go on,” Ben told Bren, his eldest brother.

      “I cannot leave you.”

      “I’ll take him back to the tents,” Branon, the middle brother, said, bending to help the youngest.

      “You will shoot now?” I asked Bren.

      “Yes, Princess. I am an excellent shot.”

      I smiled at him, then plucked a flower from my hair. “My favor seems to bring luck today. Perhaps this will help you in the next round,” I said, arranging the blossom into the laces of the boy’s vest. “Just…avoid the Carvetti.”

      At that, the eldest boy blushed. “Thank you, Princess.”

      “You are Brigantes,” I said. “Shoot in honor of my father.”

      The young man bowed to me.

      “Take your rest,” I told Ben. “And well done.”

      With that, I turned and walked back to the podium.

      As I did so, my gaze went to the Carvetti, looking again for Venutiux, but I didn’t see him there. What I did see, however, was that King Cuneda was still berating Eddin.

      I inhaled deeply, trying to master my fury and the confusion I felt in my heart. Venutiux had simply walked away. He hadn’t even looked at me. Why? Because I had given Cormag my favor? Because the Votadini prince had won? That had nothing to do with me.

      I looked back at the field once more. This time, I scanned for Prince Cormag but didn’t see him there. With a heavy sigh, I rejoined the others on the podium, finding my mother surrounded by would-be suitors.

      Like flies gathering around a carcass.

      I sat down with a huff, immediately wishing I had hidden my emotions.

      “So, your man won the first round,” Princess Alys said with a smile. “Be careful, Cartimandua, or the priestesses will believe it’s destiny. You’ll find yourself in a crow’s nest,” she said, then laughed. “Now, you must tell me about Prince Venutiux. Is he promised to anyone?”

      For a moment, I struggled to breathe, then said, “No.” My chest felt like it was being pulled into a taut bow.

      “Good,” Princess Alys said, sitting back in her chair. “Very good.”

      My gaze raced across the field to Venutiux, who was finally looking in my direction.

      A smile on his face, he gave me a bow.

      “Did you see that?” Alys asked with a wide grin. She waved to Venutiux, who smiled in return. He then turned from us to prepare his bow and arrows for the next match, leaving me wondering if that smile had been for Alys or me.
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      As the archery match got underway, I tried to calm myself and gather my wits about me. Venutiux was not locked to me. He could do as he wished. Besides, there were far more pressing matters at hand.

      The noise and confusion of the day were intended to make mourners forget their losses.

      There was no way I could ever forget my father. Still, everything had suddenly become so…distracting. Eddin’s lamentable state, Venutiux’s changeable mood, whatever game the Votadini were playing, Gallmaul being obnoxious, the suitors hovering around my mother, Alys’s gossiping, Ystradwel and her father whispering, and on, and on, and on…

      I inhaled deeply and exhaled slowly, closing my eyes. I tried to clear my mind.

      After everything finally grew quiet, only one feeling remained.

      Sorrow.

      My father was dead.

      The rest was just a distraction.

      As I sat here, I could be on the precipice of war. The smirking gossip at my side might be plotting. The handsome crow prince could have followed me the night before with ill intentions. Or some other unseen hand could be maneuvering my mother and me.

      Feeling agitated, I rose. “If you will excuse me a moment,” I told Alys.

      “Oh, you will miss the archery match,” Alys said, looking confused.

      “I’ll return shortly,” I replied, signaling for Conall to walk with me.

      Leaving the podium, I returned to the tents, walking quickly past groups of chieftains and their retainers, villagers, and others as I hurried away from the crowd, the noise, from them all.

      I’d just found the path on the other side of the plain that led downward to the henges and mounds when Conall caught up with me.

      “Princess, where are you going?”

      “To speak with my father,” I replied, then made my way down the slope, away from the noise, to the mound where my father had been laid to rest. We walked across the grassy field to the mound of stones. My father lay buried underneath, all his finery with him. On the mound, the final few candles burned and flowers had been strewn.

      I stood there in silence for a long time.

      What would my father do if he were me?

      What would Bellnorix do?

      I closed my eyes.

      Father…

      After a long moment, I turned back to Conall.

      “My father lies dead, murdered, and everyone around me is acting like it’s a Yule celebration. It is unthinkable,” I said, my anger boiling. “My mother is parading herself off like a new mare. My uncle is laughing and joking like his brother is not lying here. And no one is doing anything about the fact that my father has been murdered,” I said, then pressed my hand against my stomach, my breath catching.

      “Princess…” Conall said gently.

      “The men who met with my father in secret, the spies we spoke of last night, I want them watching the others. The Parisii, the Votadini, the Setantii, all of them. I want to know who is talking to whom. Who is meeting in secret at night? Who is whispering unseen? We are late. We must act now.”

      “Yes, Princess. I will relay your command.”

      “And send riders. With subterfuge, dispatch trusted men to the capitals of all the other tribes and to our subtribes. Send our people everywhere, even to our allies. They must go in secret. We must know what the others are doing. We must discover if anyone is rallying their warriors. If someone plans to move against us, they will use the funeral games as a distraction. While we swim in ale and mead, they could be plotting in secret.”

      “I will see to it, Princess. Your father was my best friend. I will not rest until his killer is discovered.”

      “Thank you, Conall.”

      “Princess, a piece of advice, if I may?”

      I eyed the man. Conall was tall, his sandy-blond hair thinning on the top of his head. He wore a well-trimmed beard. His skin was sun-kissed, telling of his many days in the summer sun beside my father. My father trusted this man. While my father’s death was suspicious, Conall was truthful, constant, and honorable.

      “Please,” I said.

      “In the coming days, many will seek to influence you. They will twist your emotions to their advantage. You must observe who behaves in a telling manner. Who uses this death to their advantage? Who tries to place themselves before you in such a way that advances them?”

      I laughed. “Conall, that is everyone. Who doesn’t seek to use me to their advantage?”

      “Not me,” Conall said, then smiled gently at me. “You are so like him, Cartimandua,” he said, his gaze going to my father’s mound. “Keep your wits about you, Princess. Agree to nothing anyone asks in the coming days, no matter what you think of the request. You move first. Think and decide on your own. Be discerning, as your father was. Not much got past him. Whoever plotted his murder did so with the greatest of care or was someone he trusted implicitly. Be watchful. Your eyes may see what others miss.”

      I frowned. “Can’t I just round everyone up and torture them until we get a confession.”

      “King Bellnorix would have considered the option.”

      I huffed a laugh. “I am grateful to you, Conall.”

      “As I am to you, Princess. Now, come. You must smile, wave, and clap for those who gad about in front of you.”

      “I’d rather put thorns under my fingernails.”

      Conall laughed. “You’ve probably missed the archery, but the duels will begin soon. Someone always gets bloodied up.”

      “Can I enter the lists?”

      “Princess.”

      I laughed.

      Conall offered me his arm. “A warrior maiden of Skye you may not be, Cartimandua, but you are a princess of the Brigantes. You need no blade to be dangerous.”
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      Conall and I returned just after the first round of duels began.

      “Ah, Princess Cartimandua,” Princess Alys said with a smile as I took my seat again. “You will be happy to hear Prince Venutiux won first place in the archery tournament. Chieftain Aedan of the Brigantes took the second prize. And a young lad of the Brigantes to whom you gave a flower took the third prize. He was looking for you to give his thanks—as was that handsome chieftain. Your tokens are very potent today, Princess. I think your father must be smiling upon you from the Otherworld.”

      “It is good to feel my father near,” I said.

      “Now, we shall see how our men do.”

      The servants made their way through the tent, offering mead, ale, and other small bites of food.

      I held the goblet of mead given to me, waiting for the others to drink before I imbibed.

      Ystradwel joined us. “My father has gone to encourage the others,” she said, gesturing across the field as she sat beside me.

      On the other side of the field, I spotted men wearing the teal color of her house, including the young rider who had worn her favor. Several warriors prepared for the bouts. The chieftain—once their king—smiled and laughed with them.

      Ystradwel eyed my cup. “Would you like something else, Princess?”

      “No, thank you,” I said, side-eyeing Alys, who drank. I sipped and then turned my attention back to the games.

      I surveyed the fighting pairs, my eyes going to a woman wearing the blue and white colors of the Damnonii. Her long locks pulled back into a braid, the dark-haired girl fought valiantly against her opponent.

      I gestured to Conall.

      “The Damnonii woman… Who is that?” I asked.

      “That is Queen Moirin. She has very recently taken the crown. Her mother died over the winter.”

      “She fights very well.”

      “It is my understanding that she trained for a time with the warrior maids of Skye,” Conall replied.

      “She is fierce,” Princess Alys agreed.

      “So she is,” I said, impressed with the queen’s skill. As I watched her, I considered. My father had never taught me to lift a sword, but he had held nothing back when sharing what he knew about ruling the Brigantes. As well, an endless line of tutors had taught me the dialects of many other tribes, including Gaulish languages, as well as Latin. Other tutors had taught me counting, building, recited tales to amuse—or horrify— and more. Whatever my father found suitable for me to read, he left it on my bedside. I had even been given scrolls containing the lines of Roman plays and works by Roman thinkers. My father had not strengthened my sword arm, but he had sharpened my mind. For that, I would be eternally grateful.

      “Pity, though,” Alys said. “I doubt she will be able to hold her own for long. There are many notable warriors here. I’d wager she will be knocked out before the final eight pairs.”

      I arched an eyebrow at Alys. “I will take the wager. Five silvers that she makes it to the final eight. And ten silvers that she makes it to the final four pairs.”

      “Princess,” Ystradwel chided me.

      Alys laughed. “Rich. I accept your wager. You will be asking your mother to loan you coin, Princess Cartimandua.”

      I chuckled. “We shall see.”

      “Really, Princess,” Ystradwel said with a frown.

      “You would bet against a maiden of Skye?” I asked Ystradwel with a playful arch of the eyebrow.

      “I would not bet at all. It is unseemly.”

      I laughed lightly.

      Alys chuckled. “Not unseemly, Lady Ystradwel, merely overly optimistic. Perhaps you should give Queen Moirin one of your tokens, Cartimandua.”

      My eyes on the warrior maid as she battled, I grinned. “She doesn’t need it.”

      We watched as the bouts carried on, all the warriors displaying their prowess. Gallmaul’s boisterous laughter and booming voice as he cheered for his sons grated on my nerves. Even more, my mother’s giggling like some springtime maiden when all the men flirted with her made me feel ill.

      To escape the noise, I rose.

      “We are nearly down to the final eight pairs,” I told Alys, “and Queen Moirin is still in the lists.”

      Alys shrugged confidently. “Have you seen the other contestants? She will be done soon.”

      “Then I suppose I’d best take her a token and cheer her on.”

      Alys laughed. “That is cheating, Cartimandua.”

      I winked at the princess, then left the podium, making my way through the final fighting pairs. Soon, the last sixteen combatants would be decided, and the final eight pairs would square off.

      Conall trailing behind me, I walked with my hands behind my back, my shoulders straight, and made my way to Queen Moirin, who was drinking ale and sharpening her sword before she entered her deciding bout.

      “Queen Moirin,” I said, greeting her with a light smile.

      “Princess Cartimandua. My condolences on the loss of your father. I am sorry I have not had the chance to relay them to you before. We arrived late last night. I paid my condolences at your father’s mound and spoke to the priestesses there.”

      “My thanks.”

      “Can I do something for you, Princess?”

      “You have won my admiration. I have been watching you fight in the bouts.”

      She chuckled. “I can only credit my teachers on Skye.”

      “Alas, I was only taught to sharpen my wit. I must leave the sword work to others.”

      Moirin laughed. “Both are equally deadly when wielded by the right hand. My mother was a warrior maiden of Skye. When I came of age, I was granted permission to train there.”

      “Queen Hild,” I said, referring to the late queen of the Damnonii. “I remember hearing she was formidable.”

      “She was. As is my brother, who rode very well this morning right up until the Carvetti cheated,” she said with a laugh. “But I expect no better from them.”

      A horn sounded, calling the next round of warring pairs.

      “I have a sack of silver wagered that you will reach the final four pairs,” I told Moirin with a grin. “Don’t let me down.”

      At that, she laughed. “I will do my best, Princess Cartimandua.”

      “May the Cailleach guide you,” I told her, then departed.

      Leaving her, I wove through the warriors until I found Venutiux.

      “Prince Venutiux… I understand congratulations are in order,” I told him.

      “Ah, here is my princess. I regret that you were not available to see me win the last round of games.”

      My princess. “As do I. But I had no lack of confidence in your skills. You always hit the mark,” I said with a grin, hoping to evoke his mirth again.

      At that, Venutiux laughed. “Princess Alys paid me a similar compliment. I must be gathering a reputation.”

      A sting of jealousy stabbed my heart. Before I could hide it, I felt it flutter across my features.

      Venutiux smiled, then turned away. “I hope to please you in this round as well.”

      “I am sure Princess Alys and I will both find you in good form.”

      At that, he laughed.

      I stepped closer to him, tightening one of the buckles on his tunic.

      “I wish you success, Prince Venutiux,” I said softly, meeting his gaze again.

      “Princess,” he said, his mesmerizing hazel eyes lingering on mine.

      After a moment, I stepped back.

      The horns called once more.

      Rather than returning to the podium, I retreated to the sidelines with Eddin.

      “It looks like you cheered him up,” Eddin told me, an odd tremble in his voice. Was it my turn to catch a hint of jealousy in another? Surely not. Eddin was like a brother to me.

      “I missed his earlier win.”

      “Princess Alys did not.”

      “She is a simpering thing.”

      “Set to inherit her parents’ throne.”

      “Her parents will never die. They are too prideful to let the Cailleach take them.”

      We watched as the pairs squared off. My gaze drifted across the yard to Queen Moirin. “Venutiux can preen all he likes. There is my real champion,” I said, gesturing with my chin.

      Eddin followed my gaze.

      “The Votadini prince?” he asked, needling me.

      Not far from Queen Moirin, Prince Cormag prepared to take on another warrior. Cormag was a good hand taller than the other man, but his burley opponent was twice as wide. The Votadini prince paused to pull his long locks back into a knot, then twirled his blade as he made ready. On his arm, he wore my favor. He was a handsome cut of a man, but he looked perpetually gloomy. Suspicion lingering in my heart, I looked at him with a wary eye.

      “Who can trust the Votadini?” I replied. “I was speaking of my warrior maid.”

      “Your warrior maid?”

      I chuckled. “I may have to replace you as a best friend. I’m quite taken with Queen Moirin.”

      Eddin laughed. “I certainly hope you don’t. Yours is the only friendship I value, Cartimandua. I would be at a loss without it.”

      “I’m sorry not to see you on this field.”

      “As am I, but I will take pride in any success Venutiux or Vortigiux find. I am prodded relentlessly to train them, passing on all my father taught me.”

      I frowned. “Eddin…”

      “Say nothing, Carti. It is enough to hear someone speak my name,” he said, taking my hand briefly and gently squeezing it before letting me go.

      My gaze went to Venutiux, who was readying for his bout. He paused momentarily, loosening the buckle I had tightened, then swished his sword.

      The horn blew, then the fighters began their bout. Eddin and I watched as the pairs worked. Out of the corner of my eye, I noticed Conall standing not far from us. He casually ate an apple, but his eyes observed the people around us.

      My gaze returned to the podium. There, I saw Alys and Ystradwel leaning toward one another, whispering as they watched.

      Gallmaul took my mother’s hand, placing a kiss thereon, then let her go.

      I frowned hard, then looked back toward the field.

      “What is it?” Eddin asked.

      “My heart swings like it’s on a string. One moment, I forget my pains. The next, everywhere I look, I see those whose motives I question, those whose actions I find disdainful, and worry that threats are hidden everywhere.”

      “You will one day be queen, Carti. Your eyes do not deceive you. You are right to question others’ motives. Trust no one. Everyone around you wants what you have. Some will try to take it from you, others will try to earn it, but more will seek to manipulate you to win it.”

      “Which are you?”

      Eddin laughed. “I am the outlier. I only want you as you are—my friend.”

      “Vellocatux,” King Cuneda grumbled roughly. “My apologies, Princess Cartimandua. Vellocatux, Vortigiux has won his bout. Take him refreshment and sharpen his blades for the next round.”

      “My king,” Eddin told the Carvetti king, then departed.

      I stood side by side with King Cuneda for a long moment before he said, “You spent much time with Vellocatux as a child, I think.”

      “I did.”

      “It was an honorable house before the rash actions of his father.”

      “Yes,” I said, wondering again what had happened to the Dardani girl Cuneda had taken as a mistress.

      “But your father knew that an alliance with the Carvetti was worth more than old friendships with small, albeit formerly noble, houses. That is, of course, why he did not interfere.”

      “My father always acted in a manner that best served the Brigantes.”

      “It is an alliance I’m glad to continue after his death. The Carvetti are with you, Princess Cartimandua. And I hope to find ways to further foster the close connection between our tribes. I think we should revisit that subject soon.”

      My gaze went to Venutiux. I smiled in the prince’s direction. “I would like that.”

      “Very good. Very good,” he said, then clapped his hands. “By Brigantia, Venutiux has his win too! Well done, my boy!” King Cuneda called loudly.

      The prince turned to us, bowing.

      I clapped for him.

      My gaze turned to Queen Moirin, whose opponent was on the ground beneath her, the queen’s blade at their throat.

      “Winner!” her gamemaster called, lifting her arm. She grinned happily at her brother, then searched the crowd. Finally finding me, she smiled. I raised my hand, cheering for her.

      “You are a friend of Queen Moirin?” King Cuneda asked me.

      “Not exactly. But I have a substantial amount of silver on her sword arm.”

      At that, the king laughed. “How like your father you are, Cartimandua. How like your father.”

      I turned back to the podium, catching Alys’s gaze. I grinned at her.

      Laughing, she inclined her head to me.

      “I will go collect now,” I told the king. “If you will excuse me.”

      “Princess.”

      As I left the field, I paused to watch as Prince Cormag’s match came to a head. With a quick move, the prince deftly disarmed his opponent, and the gamemaster declared him a winner.

      “Our winner! Prince Cormag of the Votadini!”

      Around us, the others cheered.

      “Well done,” I called.

      The prince shook hands with his opponent, bowed to the gamemaster, then joined me.

      “Princess,” he said, giving me a polite bow.

      I signaled to one of the boys attending the combatants. “An ale for the prince,” I told him, then turned back to Prince Cormag. “Well fought.”

      “I was losing until you appeared, Princess Cartimandua. When I saw the black and white of your dress, the bout turned in my favor.”

      The boy returned with two ales. He gave one to the prince.

      “Thank you,” Prince Cormag told him, ruffling his hair.

      When the boy handed the second mug to me, I gestured for him to give it to Conall, who trailed behind me.

      I paused alongside the prince as he drank.

      “I’m glad you find my colors inspiring. I’ll endeavor to stay more clearly in your eye line,” I said, gesturing to the podium.

      The prince set the empty mug aside and then bowed to me. “Princess.”

      “Prince.”

      With that, I left him and returned to the platform.

      Conall fell into step beside me. “You keep this up, you will have no shortage of suitors by the end of the day, Princess,” Conall told me.

      I laughed lightly. “It is not me they seek. It is the crown of the Brigantes. Look how flies are drawn to honey.” I gestured toward my mother. Half a dozen men circled her, all vying for her attention.

      “Your mother is beautiful and still young enough to bear heirs.”

      “Yes.”

      “Tread carefully, Princess, and guard your heart.”

      “The famed Lady Scáthatch, warrior maiden of Skye, never married. Perhaps I should do the same.”

      “The tribe will expect heirs.”

      “Does one need to be married to produce heirs?”

      At that, Conall chuckled.

      “I will form an alliance with Queen Moirin and create a great army of warrior maidens, all of us bent on charting our own paths, free of the machinations of men.”

      “Are you saying only men manipulate? If so, Princess, you have been sorely misguided.”

      At that, I laughed. “You are right. My apologies. So, I should trust no one.”

      “Trust no one.”

      “You are the second person to tell me that today. Does that mean I should trust neither of you who delivered such a dire warning?”

      “What better way to deceive you than by coming to you as a friend?”

      “You indict yourself and suspect others of a very harsh game, Conall.”

      “In your position, Princess, it is the only game. Trust no one, and you will stay alive and in power much longer.”

      My gaze slid across the field, taking in all the players. When it landed again on Eddin, I felt a pinch of doubt in my heart. In my ascent to queen, I could free my old friend of his bondage, restore his lands and title, and amend the wrongs of the past. He knew that, and the closer he stayed to me, the more likely he could make that a reality.

      I sighed heavily and turned my attention back to the pairs now lining up.

      Conall was right. There was no one about me with pure motives. Even Conall served me to retain his position, but there was little harm in that.

      In truth, there was no one to trust…

      May the Cailleach protect me.
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      As the final eight pairs took their places, I sat with Alys and Ystradwel once more. From this vantage point, I was able to see all the remaining competitors, including Gallmaul’s two sons, Princes Venutiux and Vortigiux, Prince Cormag, Queen Moirin, the Setantii man who’d won Ystradwel’s favor, Chieftain Aedan, and many chieftains’ sons—of the Brigantes and other tribes—had come to compete. Along with Queen Moirin was another warrior maiden I did not know. The queen had been paired off against a Brigantes warrior, while the warrior maiden faced Cadoc.

      The gamemaster sounded the horn, calling for all combatants to begin.

      At once, the duels got underway.

      I watched Venutiux. His father’s words echoed through my mind. Had the king guessed, or had Venutiux mentioned the rapport between us? I needed to speak to my mother. Surely, she would agree to the match. But even as my excitement rose as I considered the possibility of wedding Venutiux, I heard Conall’s—and Eddin’s—warnings.

      But, of course, the Carvetti would want their son to rise to king consort. Any man who married me would elevate to that station unless they were already a king. My father had mentioned matches available to me, from tribes north of the Brigantes to those to our south. The warlike Catuvellauni had inquired for my hand and been rejected. My father had mentioned Prince Caturix of the Northern Iceni more than once, but I had no interest in strangers.

      I was not ignorant that my marriage to Venutiux would elevate their tribe and the Carvetti’s influence. Already, Vortigiux had made his match with the Venicones. King Cuneda knew how to play the game. He probably hoped to marry my mother and wed his son to me.

      Yet, the bond between Venutiux and myself was nothing new.

      But, at times, Venutiux’s behavior could be confusing.

      I flicked a gaze at Alys, who also watched Venutiux. The attention he’d paid to the Parisii princess had been done out of courtesy. But still, I felt the pinch of jealousy. Alys’s eyes did not leave Venutiux. But, of course not. He was the most handsome man on the field.

      Aside from Prince Cormac.

      The thought took me by surprise.

      “Winner!” one of the gamemasters called.

      “Well done! Well done, Son!” Gallmaul called.

      My gaze shifted to Cadoc and the warrior maiden. The girl was yelling at the gamemaster, accusing him of unfair judgment. The judge pulled the girl aside, quickly silencing her.

      Odd.

      “Winner!” Prince Cormag’s gamemaster yelled, drawing my attention away.

      I looked to discover that the Votadini prince had defeated Chieftain Aedan. The two men exchanged a handshake, Aedan smiling politely at Prince Cormag before he thanked the gamemaster and departed. Cormag lifted his gaze briefly to me. A slight smile lit up his lips, and he bowed.

      I inclined my head to him.

      “The Votadini are such warlike people, but their prince certainly has a look about him, don’t you think, Cartimandua?” Alys asked.

      Beside me, Ystradwel raised and lowered her eyebrows but said nothing.

      “He is a fine fighter.”

      “Hmm,” Alys mused.

      The bouts went on, each of the pairs battling their partners. I shifted my gaze back to Queen Moirin, watching her evade blow after blow from a Brigantes warrior. Finally seeing her chance, she threw her shield at her opponent, catching him off guard. When he moved to block, she went in for the victory.

      “Winner!” the gamemaster called.

      I rose and clapped for the queen.

      “Princess,” Ystradwel chided me, but I paid her no mind.

      I held out my empty palm to Alys, then cleared my throat.

      At that, Princess Alys laughed and then set a sack of silver in my hand.

      “Winner!” another gamemaster called.

      I turned to find that Venutiux, too, had won his bout.

      I clapped for him as well.

      The prince turned, bowing to me.

      Once the rest of the warring bouts had completed their matches, the partners were reshuffled. Soon, we had Venutiux matched with Ystradwel’s Setantii warrior, Catell against Queen Moirin, Cadoc against a Brigantes chieftain’s son, and Prince Vortigiux matched with Prince Cormag. I was surprised to see both of Gallmaul’s sons in the bout. They were fair fighters, certainly, but others were far quicker on their feet.

      “What is the name of your young warrior?” I asked Ystradwel.

      “Rhys,” Ystradwel replied. “He is one of your chieftains, Princess,” Ystradwel replied, an edge in her voice.

      “Well, let us see how he fares,” I replied, then left it at that.

      Ystradwel was dreaming if she thought my mother would allow her to marry one of her people. While her father had set aside his ambitions, other Setantii had not. My father always kept a watchful eye on the grumbling amongst their people. The Setantii controlled a large port city on the western coast. It was an excellent hub for trade. But the Setantii also once had strong allies amongst the southwestern tribes.

      One time, I’d lamented Ystradwel’s state to my father. I remembered his words to me. “I defeated the Setantii rebellion only because their allies, the Cornovii, were at war with another tribe when the rebellion exploded. If the Cornovii had been at peace, we would have lost most of the western coast of the Brigantes territory. I, too, lament Ystradwel’s situation, but her presence at your side is a reminder of the power we hold over her people. They cannot rise again. The Brigantes depend on those port cities—for wealth from trade and to ensure we own all the land from sea to sea. It is both a financial and strategic holding. You may be fond of Ystradwel, but do not forget,” my father warned me.

      I cast a quick glance at my maid. My father’s death served many. Would she seek to use her knowledge of my mother and me, of our strengths and weaknesses, to take this chance to encourage rebellion?

      Or did an even darker malice secretly reside in her heart?

      The sound of the gamemaster’s horn startled me from my thoughts.

      “They’re starting,” Alys said, pulling my attention back.

      My attention centered on Venutiux and Rhys, the Setantii warrior. The chieftain was younger than Venutiux, but there was a fierceness to his moves. He wore his former princess’s favor. This young man had something to prove. Venutiux had more of a fight on his hand than he anticipated.

      I turned, observing Queen Moirin and Catell. As I watched, I realized two things. The queen outmatched my cousin by far, and the gamemaster presiding over their bout was not paying attention to the rules of combat. When Catell pulled a dagger, which was not permitted in a battle of swords, and went after the queen, the gamemaster didn’t even look.

      From the sidelines, Queen Moirin’s brother yelled in protest.

      Frowning, I looked back at Gallmaul, who was grinning widely.

      I was about to protest when the unexpected happened. Moving with great dexterity, Moirin spun, kicking the dagger from Catell’s hand. She then dropped low and rushed Catell. Striking him in the stomach, she knocked him to the ground. His sword bounced out of his hand. Straddling Catell, Moirin hoisted her sword with both hands and pressed the tip on Catell’s neck.

      The gamemaster paused.

      I looked from the gamemaster to the queen.

      Still, the gamemaster did not call the win.

      Catell struggled to get up.

      Agitated, I rose and went to the rail, catching the attention of the overseer of the games.

      “Princess?” the overseer asked.

      “Queen Moirin’s match,” I said, irritated. “Your man is not calling the win.”

      The overseer quickly surveyed the situation. “Winner!” the overseer called. “Queen Moirin of the Damnonii defeats Catell of the Tectoverdi.”

      “Winner!” the gamemaster echoed, glancing nervously toward Gallmaul.

      May the goddesses forgive him, had Gallmaul paid off the gamemasters so his sons could win? No wonder the warrior maiden had protested in the last bout.

      I turned and looked at Gallmaul.

      He looked away. “Ah, Cadoc has won his bout,” Gallmaul said, pointing, turning my mother’s attention away.

      Annoyed, I sat.

      “Your favorite almost got cheated,” Alys told me.

      “A misunderstanding, I’m sure.”

      “Are you?” she asked, then laughed.

      “I wager five more silvers that she makes the final two.”

      “I’ll take that wager,” Alys replied with a laugh. “I need to earn some of my silver back.”

      I chuckled.

      “Winner! Prince Cormag defeats Prince Vortigiux!” My gaze went to the Votadini prince. Cormag bowed to the elder Carvetti prince, Vortigiux doing the same.

      Cormag turned and met my gaze. He inclined his head to me.

      I returned the gesture.

      “Winner! Prince Venutiux defeats Chieftain Rhys of the Setantii.”

      “We have our champions, ladies and gentleman,” the overseer called. “After a moment’s rest, we will have a straw poll to select the pairs for our final four.”

      Rhys came to the podium.

      Ystradwel rose, taking a cup of ale with her.

      “I am sorry, Lady Ystradwel,” the young man told her.

      “You fought very well and very nobly,” she said, handing him the mug. “I am honored by your bravery.”

      “Thank you, Lady.”

      “Drink,” she told him. “It is a hard-won ale, but it is good to be grateful for even humble things.”

      “Well spoken, my lady,” he told her, taking the drink. He finished it off and then returned it to her. When he passed her the cup, their fingertips touched.

      “Best be careful there,” Alys whispered to me. “You will have a fire on your western shores once more.”

      I didn’t reply but looked out at the field where the final four challengers drank and rested as their armor bearers prepared their weapons for the next rounds. Eddin worked quickly, preparing Venutiux’s armor and weapons. Cormag was already ready. He swished his sword and stretched his neck.

      “Pompous,” Gallmaul hissed. “Look at that arrogant shite, strutting about as if he was superior when the whole world knows he is a bastard.”

      “They all honor your brother and my husband in their efforts today,” Morfudd reminded him.

      “So they say, but Cadoc is the only Brigantes on the field,” Gallmaul replied.

      “Are you calling yourselves Brigantes or Tectoverdi today, Gallmaul?” King Ruith of the Parisii asked. “It seems you pick whichever name suits the day.”

      “I see no Parisii on the field,” Gallmaul shot back. “Where is that nephew of yours? Out in an early bout? Your observations matter little, Ruith. Your men cannot even defeat a woman for a final spot in the games.”

      “Wasn’t your son just defeated by Queen Moirin?” Queen Cailleacha of the Parisii teased Gallmaul.

      “And handily,” King Ruith agreed. “A shame to be beaten by a woman, for certain.”

      Annoyed, I turned to them and said, “Queen Moirin is a warrior maiden trained in Skye. Her sword arm is every bit as good as a man’s.”

      “I see,” Queen Cailleacha said. “Princess Cartimandua speaks with the fire of the Morrigu.”

      “Don’t mind Princess Cartimandua, Mother,” Alys told Queen Cailleacha. “She has silver riding on Queen Moirin’s win,” Alys told her mother, making the others laugh.

      I met the princess’s gaze and then smirked. “Shall I tell them how much you’ve already lost over that wager?”

      “Decidedly not.”

      The gamemaster called the warriors together once more. In their huddle, they drew straws. After they were done, the gamemaster stepped forward.

      “Prince Venutiux of the Carvetti will battle Cadoc, son of Gallmaul, nephew of our late king. Queen Moirin of the Damnonii will battle Prince Cormag of the Votadini.”

      “Ah, now, these will be fine matches,” Gallmaul said.

      “Now what will you do?” Alys asked me. “Your favorites are in trouble.”

      “If you believe them to be my favorites, you’ve misinterpreted the situation.”

      “Is that so?” Alys asked, her gaze going to Cadoc and Venutiux. She grinned. “Oh.”

      I huffed a light laugh, then sat back, watching as the bouts began.

      The pairs squared off.

      “Begin!”

      I watched Venutiux, my eyes following his every move. He was well-trained. The man I hoped to be my future husband knew how to fight. A shield in one hand, sword in the other, he and Cadoc battled, Venutiux circling my cousin, striking then bouncing back.

      Shifting my gaze, I watched Moirin and Cormag fight. While Venutiux and Cadoc fought well, the queen gave the Votadini prince the fight of his life. She had a unique style, her moves quick and elegant. Rather than fighting with sword and shield, the pair had agreed to two blades. The queen wore matching swords while Cormag wielded a sword and dagger. I hoped Cormag had seen what had happened to Catell, because he and his dagger would soon be parted if he was not ready for the queen’s flying kick.

      My gaze shifted back and forth. I was gripped with excitement as Cadoc and Venutiux came in close. Cadoc, using his bulkier frame, rushed Venutiux. The Carvetti prince was ready. He ducked low, darting sideways, then tripped my cousin. As Cadoc stumbled, trying to regain his balance, Venutiux kicked him in the back, causing the crowd to utter, “Oh!”

      Cadoc fell on his face.

      A moment later, Venutiux knelt on his back, pinning him down, his sword tip on the back of Cadoc’s neck.

      “I have you,” I heard Venutiux tell him. “Yield.”

      Cadoc tried to get up.

      “Yield,” Venutiux yelled.

      “I yield. I yield,” Cadoc called.

      “Winner!” the gamemaster cheered, helping Venutiux lift his hand triumphantly.

      When Cadoc rose, however, he looked angry. “You are a cheater, Carvetti.”

      Venutiux’s face twisted in rage. “What did you say?”

      “I called you a cheater!” Cadoc yelled, then lunged at Venutiux.

      “Gallmaul,” my mother said, alarmed.

      Venutiux pulled back his fist and punched Cadoc in the face. Blood squirted from Cadoc’s nose. My cousin grew still momentarily, swayed on his feet, then fell over.

      “Winner! Prince Cormag of the Votadini!” the second gamemaster called.

      “Unseelies be drowned, I missed the win due to the drama,” Alys exclaimed in irritation. “I hope your cousin isn’t dead,” she said, turning to me.

      One of the priestesses hurried onto the field. She knelt beside Cadoc. A moment later, my cousin shook his head and then sat up. The priestess gave him a cloth for his nose. One of the game marshals offered Cadoc his hand, helping him rise.

      “Built like a tree, that one,” Gallmaul told us with a laugh.

      “Fell like one too,” King Ruith said with a laugh.

      “You heard my boy. The Carvetti prince is a cheat,” Gallmaul retorted, then turned to my mother. “Will you excuse me, Morfudd? I will check on him.”

      My mother nodded.

      Venutiux looked up at me, meeting my gaze.

      I gave him a wry grin, looked toward Cadoc, then shrugged slightly. From what I could see, Cadoc and Catell were due for a good bloodying.

      Venutiux chuckled and then winked at me.

      “We have our winners! Prince Cormag will battle Prince Venutiux after a brief rest.”

      At that, the crowd cheered.

      Alys cleared her throat and then held out her hand to me.

      From her coin purse, I removed five silvers and then handed them back to her. I felt the weight purse in my hand. “Still heavier on my end of the scales.”

      Alys laughed. “She fought well. You were right.”

      “I will go encourage them and congratulate the queen on her well-fought match,” I told Alys and Ystradwel.

      “I will join you,” Alys said. “After all, the Carvetti prince is wearing my favor.”

      Ignoring the comment, I descended the podium with Alys.

      Alys went to Venutiux while I stopped to visit Queen Moirin, who was collecting her things.

      “Well fought,” I told her.

      “Sorry, Cartimandua. I hope you didn’t lose too much silver on my account.”

      I chuckled. “Not at all. I was impressed by your skill against my cousin, Catell.”

      “No offense to you, Princess, but your cousin is a dishonorable man. He should be glad I didn’t flatten his face as Prince Venutiux did to his brother. Cheats, all three of them.”

      “Let’s share a mead tonight. You can tell me more about your time on Skye.”

      “I would be honored, Princess,” she said, giving me a bow which I returned.

      I made my way to Prince Cormag, who was struggling with his left hand to tighten the lace on his right bracer.

      “May I?” I asked.

      He paused when I reached for the strings. “You are kind to offer.”

      “No kinder than someone saving me from a blackthorn barb.” I worked quickly, tightening the laces. “May the Cailleach guide your sword,” I told him, looking up to meet his blue eyes.

      When I met his gaze, my stomach twisted in a knot.

      “Thank you, Princess.”

      I inclined my head to him, then turned and joined Venutiux and Alys. I found the pair laughing together.

      “As I said, I wish you luck,” Alys told him, then joined King Cuneda on the sidelines.

      I eyed the Carvetti prince’s armor, noting the loose buckle but didn’t seek to mend it again.

      “I hope you were not offended by my actions, Princess,” Venutiux told me. “Your cousin—”

      “From what I could see, he deserved that punch.”

      “Nevertheless, he is your father’s blood, and I should have controlled my temper.”

      “He sought to dishonor you with false allegations.” I hope. “Put it from your mind and focus on your next bout.”

      “You are always so practical, Cartimandua,” he replied with a laugh.

      “A future queen who falls prey to whims does not keep her throne for long,” I replied.

      “I think Prince Cormag will be disappointed to learn you are not the type.”

      I arched an eyebrow at Venutiux. “I don’t think the prince has any expectations about my type.”

      Venutiux laughed. “As you say, Carti. Now, per your suggestion, I will focus.”

      “I wish you well,” I told him. “May the twin goddesses be with you.”

      “Is that what you told Prince Cormag?” he asked, then grinned at me. “At least remember to save the first dance for me tonight, as promised,” he said, then grabbed his weapons and went to the gamemaster.

      Forcing myself not to frown, I inhaled a slow, deep breath and painted on a smile, then stepped to the side, joining Alys, Eddin, and King Cuneda. Once again, I felt a tightness in my chest. As I waited with the others, I tried to calm my thumping heart. On the other side of the field, I saw Queen Mael Muire for the first time that day. She and the other Votadini had come to watch.

      “It will be a good battle,” King Cuneda said. “As long as that Votadini bastard minds the rules.”

      I cast a glance at Eddin who rolled his eyes.

      “Prince Venutiux is a fine fighter,” Princess Alys told King Cuneda. “Both of your sons are.”

      “Thank you, Princess…” he said, fishing for her name.

      “Alys.”

      “Alys. Of the Parisii, yes?”

      “Yes, King Cuneda.”

      “Have you any siblings, Princess?”

      Alys paused, then said, “A brother, but he cannot travel.”

      “I see,” Cuneda said. “Well, we are delighted to be graced by your lovely presence.”

      “Thank you, King Cuneda.”

      “Is this a funeral or a horse fair?” Eddin whispered to me.

      I suppressed a laugh, tightening my control on the expression on my face, then rolled back my shoulders and watched as Cormag and Venutiux squared off.

      Behind my placid appearance, I considered Venutiux’s words.

      Had I shown some disloyalty in my words to Cormag? I was attempting to do my duty as princess—and one day queen—by showing courtesy to a neighboring tribe. But in doing so, had I offended the man whom I hoped to be my husband?

      Venutiux was prone to jealousy. But being a queen required me to be courteous to all when the occasion called for it. Would Venutiux be too jealous to abide it? As king consort—at least, as my king consort—he would not rule. But he would have his own duties. Did he truly understand what was required of me?

      Prince Vortigiux joined us.

      “You fought well, Son,” King Cuneda told him.

      “Prince Cormag is a formidable fighter. His style is not like our own.”

      “If Vellocatux has done his duties, Venutiux will prevail,” King Cuneda said, scowling at Eddin.

      The gamemaster called for the round to begin.

      The pair began their battle, squaring off and circling one another.

      Venutiux cast a quick glance at me.

      I held his gaze and then smiled at him.

      A flicker of a smile lit up his face. Seemingly fortified by the exchange, he attacked.

      Then, the pair began. The crowd “oohed” and “ahhed” with every hit and near miss.

      My fingers laced behind my back, I endeavored to keep my expression still, even when Cormag rushed Venutiux, tripping the Carvetti prince.

      Venutiux nearly fell but managed to spin away in time, deflecting a defeating blow.

      Vortigiux was right. Cormag fought with a unique style, his steps light, his moves quick.

      When Venutiux swung at him, Cormag bent backward, avoiding the blow, then snapped back upright and went on the offensive. Soon, the two were battling one another quickly and violently. They drew close to us.

      For a brief moment, Cormag glanced toward me and smiled.

      Unable to hide my emotions, a grin fluttered across my features.

      At that same moment, Venutiux turned toward me, catching my exchange with the Votadini prince.

      A look of fury washed over his face.

      Turning, he lunged at Cormag with renewed vigor.

      “Now, Venutiux will lose,” Eddin whispered to me. “His anger unbalances him. The bastard prince did that on purpose. Prince Cormag is using his wit, not just his sword arm, to win.”

      Eddin was right. Incensed, Venutiux overreached, and Cormag took advantage. Tossing his shield aside, Cormag grabbed Venutiux’s sword arm, twisted it behind his back, and then kicked the back of his knees, forcing Venutiux to the ground. A moment later, the Votadini prince held his blade to Venutiux’s throat.

      “Winner!” the gamemaster called. “Prince Cormag of the Votadini is our winner!”

      Cormag stepped back, allowing Venutiux to rise.

      After Venutiux was on his feet again, Cormag extended his hand to Venutiux. “Well fought, Prince Venutiux.”

      I saw Venutiux smother his anger. He laughed. “You are a crafty opponent, Prince Cormag.”

      “Useless, you are utterly useless,” King Cuneda hissed at Eddin, then walked away.

      “Father, will you not wait to congratulate Venu on—” Vortigiux began, but the king didn’t hear him.

      “The queen will honor our winners. Come forward,” the gamemaster told Venutiux and Cormag.

      I gestured to Eddin and Alys that I would join my mother, then walked to the front of the game field. There, I met my mother, who smiled at me.

      Morfudd stepped forward. “Ladies and gentlemen, on this fine day we have honored my late husband in a manner most fitting. From riding to archery to swordplay, you have all shown your skills and worked tirelessly to honor King Volixus.

      “It is a wonderful day to honor our final two combatants. First, we shall award Prince Venutiux of the Carvetti this silver neck ring. May the Cailleach and Brigantia hold you in the highest honor, Prince Venutiux, for your performance on the field.”

      My mother handed the torc to me.

      I stepped forward and placed it around Venutiux’s neck.

      “Prince Venutiux,” I said, meeting his gaze. “I thank you for your efforts this day. You have honored my father’s memory.”

      Venutiux held my glance. “Thank you, my princess.”

      After I set the ring on his neck, Venutiux took my hand, placed a kiss thereon, and then stepped back.

      The movement caught me off guard. Such a display of affection… Venutiux had declared his affections to me in front of all assembled.

      Morfudd tittered lightly, then called, “Prince Cormag of the Votadini. You are honored above all on this field today. You have fought valiantly in my husband’s name. The Cailleach has surely smiled down upon you as the sun sets on this day of games in my husband’s honor. As a reward, I offer you this sword, which once belonged to King Volixus. May you wield it in his memory,” Morfudd told him, then gestured to me.

      I lifted my father’s horsehead-hilted sword from the table. “Sleek Pony,” I said, eyeing the hilt and remembering my father showing the blade to me. With shaking hands, I handed it to Cormag. “Prince Cormag, I honor your valiant efforts on this field today, and I gift you this sword called Sleek Pony in my father’s memory,” I said, handing the weapon to him.

      Cormag took the sword by the hilt. “Thank you, Princess Cartimandua. Surely, your favor has brought the goddesses’ attention and your father’s blessing to me today. I am proud to receive this sword in his name.”

      “Well spoken, well spoken,” Morfudd said, then stepped back and turned to the crowd. “Ladies and gentlemen, our winners!”

      With that, we all clapped.

      My gaze went to Venutiux again, but his eyes were not on me. Following his glance, I saw him grinning at Alys.

      My heart hiccupped with confusion.

      “We will adjourn to the feasting tent one last time,” Morfudd called. “Everyone, let us have music, dancing, ale, and cheer in King Volixus’s name!”

      “Queen Morfudd, Princess Cartimandua,” Cormag said, bowing to us both.

      When he lifted his gaze, he met my eyes.

      Giving me the briefest of smiles, he turned and departed.

      “Venutiux,” my mother said sweetly. “How well you fought today. Come. Escort me to the feasting tent.”

      “Of course, Queen Morfudd.”

      My mother held out her arm, and the pair set off.

      “You fought so bravely,” she told him as they departed.

      “In your husband’s name, great queen.”

      I suddenly found myself standing alone. It was then that Queen Moirin appeared at my side.

      “Princess,” she said. “A mead?”

      I took out Alys’s bag of silver and pressed it toward Queen Moirin. “Your winnings.”

      Queen Moirin laughed. “Keep it. Let it remind you in the future that a Damnonii sword can bring the Brigantes luck.”

      “I can drink to that.”
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      The sun set when we adjourned to the festival tents for the final feast. Music was playing—loudly—and people were laughing and drinking. I soon lost my mother in a sea of would-be suitors.

      Queen Moirin was pulled away by her people and her brother, leaving me alone for a moment.

      To my surprise, Cadoc, Gallmaul’s eldest son, found me.

      “Cousin,” he said. “May I escort you to the table? The meal will begin soon,” he said, offering his arm.

      “I…” I cast about a glance for Venutiux, but I could not find him. “Yes, thank you.”

      “Did you enjoy the games today?”

      “I did. My father was well-remembered,” I said, then studied his face. “I hope you are feeling all right.” Cadoc had dark rings under his eyes, and his nose had a new crook on the bridge.

      “My head aches, but a few ales will help with that,” he said with a laugh. “It’s not the first time some lying kunta has broken my nose. But I was sorry I couldn’t win for our tribe. Do you think your father is ashamed to see the Bastard Prince won the day?”

      “My father was egalitarian.”

      “An eagle what?”

      “My father believed in what was fair.”

      “Oh. I’m just glad it was not the Carvetti. Venutiux pays too much attention to you, Cousin.”

      “You would warn me against him?”

      “I would.”

      “Then who do you find worthy of me?” I asked in jest.

      “Me.”

      I stopped and looked at him. “Cousin?”

      Cadoc smiled at me, a broad bright smile that was far too full of hope. “You should marry me, Cartimandua. I would be a good husband.”

      “I…” I began, stunned at the absurdity. “I thank you for your generous offer, Cousin. It is certainly something to consider, but now is not the time. My father recently passed, and…and there is much to be done.”

      “Then you will consider it, Cousin?”

      I would rather gouge my own eyes out.

      “I must speak to my mother.”

      “You are very beautiful. I would never stray to another woman and would give you many sons. I know what women like in the bedchamber.”

      “I…I appreciate the sentiment, Cousin.”

      He smiled and then helped me to my seat. Giving me one more goofy, misguided grin, he departed, taking his seat down the table from me.

      Astounding.

      Cailleach, save me from fools…

      Once seated, I looked about for Ystradwel but did not see her anywhere. At one of the long tables, I saw Queen Moirin, her family, and the other Damnonii had gathered. The queen’s younger brother sat beside her. He was, perhaps, no more than fourteen years of age. There appeared to be a good rapport between them. Not far from them were the leaders of the Brigantes subtribes of the Lopecares and Corionototae. At yet another table, I spotted the Parisii and Carvetti. The king and queen were laughing with King Cuneda. Venutiux lingered behind Princess Alys’s seat. The two smiled as they joked with one another.

      Something mean and jealous woke in me.

      I looked away. I would not chide Venutiux for his jealousy of Prince Cormag when I behaved no better.

      “I am breathless from all of the talking,” my mother said, slipping into the seat beside me.

      “I’m breathless from others talking.”

      “Carti.”

      Soon, the others gathered, Gallmaul and Catell joining us.

      Finally, a flushed-looking Ystradwel sat down beside me.

      “Are you all right?” I asked her.

      “Yes, Princess. I’m sorry for being late.”

      I looked across the tent. Ystradwel’s father was not there, nor was Chieftain Rhys, who had worn Ystradwel’s favor. “Is everything well with your father?”

      “My father… It was a long day for him. He is resting,” Ystradwel replied, but she also shifted uncomfortably in her seat and didn’t meet my eye.

      “Ystradwel?”

      “Everything is fine, Princess. My apologies for being late. I was with my father, then hurried to rejoin you, that is all.”

      “Very well.”

      I scanned the tent once more. There, at the very back, were the Votadini. They looked decidedly uncomfortable, but given their prince had won two events this day, it was only right for them to come.

      When I looked their way, Queen Mael Muire caught my gaze.

      I gave her a light smile.

      She returned the gesture.

      Once everyone had gathered, my mother rose.

      “Brigantes. Friends. Thank you all for coming to honor my late husband’s life. I am grateful for your words of kindness to me and my daughter. And I am also grateful for your ongoing friendship, alliance, and support. We close the funeral games tonight with a feast in Volixus’s honor,” my mother said, lifting her cup.

      She paused, staring at the goblet.

      Her eyes grew glossy, and she stared for too long.

      The poison. She is thinking of the poison.

      With a shaking hand, she set the cup down.

      Whispers rippled across the tent.

      I rose. “To my father, King Volixus, may he ride on fast Brigantes horses in the green fields of the Otherworld until he rejoins us again. To King Volixus,” I said, hoisting my cup.

      “To King Volixus!” the others cheered.

      I turned, waving to the musicians to play, then gestured for the servants to begin bringing the food.

      “Carti,” Morfudd whispered, “I was struck with the thought of…”

      “I know, Mother. The mirth around us is only a bandage over a wound that is still bleeding. It cannot help but seep through at times. Sit. Rest your heart.”

      My mother sat once more.

      “Morfudd, are you all right?” Gallmaul asked, a worried expression on his face.

      “Yes, just a momentary bout of sadness.”

      “You are good to remember my brother,” Gallmaul said, squeezing her hand.

      With the dinner served, everyone settled in to eat.

      We would spend one last night at the henge, then return to Rigodonum, the capital of the Brigantes, in the morning. Once the mourners had disbanded, we would be left with difficult truths.

      “Mother,” I whispered to her. “I will ask Conall to gather the chieftains at Rigodonum following the funeral.”

      “Why?” my mother replied, looking perplexed.

      “We must share the truth with them. They must know what we are facing and be ready.”

      “Carti,” Morfudd said nervously. “I’m not sure… I… Let’s not discuss it now. There are other matters I must consider first.”

      “Other matters? What other matters could there possibly be?”

      “Well…”

      “Mother?”

      “I will keep you safe, Cartimandua,” my mother said, gripping my hand. “No matter what.”

      I exhaled heavily. “Very well. Let us discuss it again later, but we must take action.”

      “Later. Yes.”

      Not feeling hungry, I sat back in my seat, holding my goblet of mead.

      My gaze went once more to Venutiux, who was looking at me. He gave me a gentle, sympathetic smile.

      I returned the gesture.

      The meal seemed like it took an eternity.

      “Will you eat nothing?” Ystradwel asked me, eyeing my still-full plate. I refilled my mead for the fourth—or fifth—time. My head felt light, but my heart felt like a stone. As things came to a close, I felt like reality was closing in on me.

      My father was gone.

      It felt like hands were squeezing my throat.

      “I have no appetite.”

      Ystradwel eyed me closely, then said, “I was eleven when my mother died. I recall feeling much the same.”

      “I remember her a little. She was a very kind woman. And… I think you have her hair.”

      “Yes,” Ystradwel replied with a light smile. “I do. She was a good queen to her people and a good mother.”

      I scanned across the tent. As I did so, I realized my vision had blurred, and I felt a bit dizzy. My gaze found Eddin, who sat, his eyes on his plate, while the Carvetti around him laughed and laughed.

      “I am sorry for what you have suffered,” I told Ystradwel. Turning, I met her gaze. To my surprise, her green eyes were wet with unshed tears. “All of it.”

      “Princess…” she said, her voice shaky.

      I lifted my cup and drank once more. “We are all, in the end, the inheritors of others’ choices—right or wrong.”

      “Yes, Cartimandua. We are,” Ystradwel replied.

      It was then that Morfudd rose. She wobbled a bit, smiled widely, and called, “My friends, what a great feast we have enjoyed this night! Let us revel with some dancing!”

      The others cheered.

      Morfudd motioned to the musicians to play more lighthearted tunes. The servants then worked quickly to prepare the space for dancing.

      “Come, Morfudd,” Gallmaul said, taking my mother’s hand. “Let us begin.”

      My mother and uncle disappeared to the dance floor. The moment they stepped out of the way, I spotted Cadoc staring at me.

      Oh, Brigantia. No.

      “Please excuse me,” I told Ystradwel, making a hasty exit. Rising, I moved toward the dancing area and looked for Venutiux. Straining my neck, I gazed toward the table where I’d seen him. He was not there, but I saw King Cuneda close in on Queen Moirin.

      Confused, I looked around, finally spotting Venutiux in the crowd.

      Smiling widely, I moved to go to him when I realized he was standing with Princess Alys. He took her hand, and the two of them joined the others.

      I paused, feeling like cold water had washed over me.

      And just like that, I had been abandoned.

      Venutiux and Alys grinned at one another as they joined the others in the dance.

      Suddenly, my chest felt tight, and a sharp pain shot across my temples.

      For a moment, I felt lightheaded.

      “Cartimandua?” a voice asked.

      I turned to find Eddin there.

      He studied my face, reading my broken expression thereon. No matter how I tried to hide it, I couldn’t force it from my features.

      “Come on,” he told me. “I’ve got you.” Eddin took my hand and led me toward the dance floor.

      We joined the others. The reel called for the pairs to line up, facing one another, then a shuffle began as we wove between the pairs, dancing briefly with all the other partners. On the changing tempo, I found myself across from Catell, who’d coaxed Ystradwel to dance.

      “Cousin,” I said.

      “You dance very well, Cartimandua. You should dance with Cadoc next.”

      “I…”

      The tempo changed, thank the goddesses, and I escaped the conversation. I wove through the crowd, finally meeting Venutiux. The mead getting the better of me, I could not shake the mixed emotions of anger and hurt from my face.

      “Venutiux,” I said, pressing my hand against his as we spun around one another. I tried to hide my emotions as I looked into those hazel eyes but failed.

      “Carti, I was with the Parisii when your mother called for the dance,” he said in a rush. “I found myself in an unwinnable moment.”

      “You couldn’t say your first dance was saved?” I asked, my voice sounding more emotion-filled than I had hoped.

      “No more than you could refuse to give your favor to that Votadini swine.”

      He was right, in part, but only in part. “You cannot blame me there. Why did you not come for my favor sooner? You knew others would ask. If not the Votadini, then someone else.”

      “I didn’t know I had to rush to be first in your eyes, Carti.”

      My emotions tripped over themselves. “Nor I in yours.”

      Thankfully, the tempo shifted again. I spun away from Venutiux and found myself back in Eddin’s arms.

      “Carti,” he said, worry then anger flashing across his face. “This is no good. Let’s step away.”

      I nodded.

      When we reached the end of the row, we broke off from the other dancers and went outside.

      “Are you all right? What happened?”

      “It’s just… Venutiux,” I said, admitting more than I should have.

      “Carti,” Eddin said gently, but I heard warning in his voice. “The affection you hold for him… He is not what you think.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “It is not my place to tell you where to put your heart, but Venutiux…” he said, then paused. “You don’t know how he truly is. His moods are unpredictable, and being around him is like walking on thin ice. You should not trust him.”

      “I…” I said, looking back toward Venutiux.

      Alys was chatting happily with him as they danced, but I saw Venutiux searching for me.

      “I need a moment to think,” I said, taking Eddin’s hand. “I trust you, my friend. I will take your words to heart.”

      “Carti…”

      “I’ll be back in a moment.”

      “I should come—”

      “I’ll be back,” I said, leaving Eddin, making my way from the tent, people, and crowd and disappearing into the darkness. I walked away from everyone, everything, back down the path to the henge. As I walked, I began to feel a pain in my chest. My chest grew tighter and tighter, and my hands started to tingle.

      When I finally looked up, I realized I was approaching the northernmost henge—the henge of the Cailleach.

      Then, I spotted a figure on the path before me.

      I froze.

      My heart pounded in my chest.

      I had come here alone.

      Alone.

      How stupid of me.

      My father was dead—murdered—and I had come here alone.

      But the person before me…

      It was a woman dressed in bulky robes.

      “Priestess?” I called.

      She didn’t turn back, but she beckoned for me to follow. She set off slowly toward the center of the henge.

      I hurried behind her, passing through the shadow of the ancient trees that ringed the henge. There, moving amongst the brambles, I saw wisps bouncing. The blue balls of light shimmered through the dark branches. Some lingered in the air as if looking at me, then moved away.

      One ball of light zipped around me, circling me once before returning to the forest again.

      A sense of magic filled the air, making my skin rise in bumps.

      Looking ahead, I saw the priestess waiting for me in the center of the henge. How had she gotten there so quickly?

      Hurrying my steps, I joined her.

      The priestess waited near the moonwell.

      “Priestess,” I called.

      She turned and looked at me.

      When I met her gaze, I gasped.

      A deeply wrinkled face looked back at me, her eyes shimmering silver. Strands of pure white hair fluttered from her hood and danced around her face. They glimmered like moonlight.

      “The Cailleach,” I whispered.

      “Cartimandua, princess of the Brigantes, beware! False hearts surround you. Wear a crown of daggers. Strike where you must. Put on your armor and shield yourself. Danger is close at hand. But on distant shores, a storm unlike any you have ever seen before is brewing.”

      “Great lady,” I said, my voice cracking. “I honor you and thank you for your warnings. But I must know, who murdered my father?”

      “Cartimandua, you must bring the Brigantes together. To survive the dangers to come, you must set fire to the shadows that surround you and flush out the truth. You must become the floodgate of the north. You must become the danger.”

      “What dangers are coming? Will someone come for my mother? For me?”

      The Cailleach turned to me, opening her robes wide. A bird—no, an eagle—burst forth and flew toward me.

      Frozen, I gasped.

      But, seemingly from the stars, a murder of crows appeared. They flew downward, intercepting the bird. But the eagle caught fire, bursting into a ball of flame, torching itself and the crows. Embers floated upward toward the three sisters constellation overhead.

      Gasping, I looked back at the Cailleach. “Dark Mother…”

      “Eagles and crows,” she whispered. “Remember, daughter of Brigantia, daughter of Cailleach, that you must be stronger than the stones that form your mountains, wiser than the memories of the hollow hills, and faster than the sleekest horses to survive what will come. Become the danger. Sharpen your blades, Cartimandua. You will need them.”

      “Mother?” a man called, taking both of our attention.

      The Cailleach and I turned to find Cormag there.

      She smiled. “My son,” she told him then looked back from Cormag to me. “Embrace the darkness within you, Cartimandua. Do not be afraid to do what you must to protect our people,” she said, then flicked her gaze toward Cormag. “And trust in my children.”

      And with that, she dissipated into a colony of bats and flew off into the night sky.

      I stood staring, watching as the Cailleach faded into the darkness, then turned and looked at Cormag, who was staring at me.

      “Cartimandua,” he whispered.

      “The Cailleach… with dark omens.”

      He nodded. “What do they mean?”

      I stared into the skyline, not wanting to whisper the only thing it could portent. Before, I could think of no worse fate than losing my father, especially to murder. But worse could come for my people, a nightmare impacting not just the Brigantes but us all.

      From north to south, there was one terror we all feared.

      It came in the form of an eagle.

      Rome.
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      Scrunching up my brow, I turned to Cormag. “You said mother.”

      “I am called the Bastard Prince by your people and the other tribes. I know it is said to shame me. I am not Mael Muire’s son, but I am my father’s child, born of him and the Cailleach.” Cormag stepped forward, looking into the moonwell. “The queen is barren. She will have no children. Upon her death, she will leave the Votadini with no leader. A way forward was presented to the king and Mael Muire. My father would beget a child with the Cailleach in the physical form of one of our holy women. I am the product of that union. So, I am a Mael Muire’s bastard, but I am also the Cailleach’s son.”

      Could such a thing be true?

      “Have you seen her before?” I asked, gesturing to where the goddess had stood.

      “Yes. And tonight, she led me to you.”

      “Led you?”

      “From the plain above.”

      I looked at the sky overhead. A shadow had been cast on the moon, the orb tinged red, a remnant of the embers.

      “The eagle…” I whispered. “Rome.”

      Cormag stilled. “That cannot be.”

      I turned and looked at him. “It can. The Catuvellauni have ousted King Verica. Ancient Aedd Mawr is eager to retake his lands. Our neighbors to the south war amongst themselves, and Rome’s appetite for what we have was wetted on Caesar’s blade.”

      “Perhaps, but the blood on the moon,” Cormag said. “The omen speaks differently to me.”

      “And what does it say, Prince Cormag?”

      “That your father died of violence,” he replied. “Is it true?”

      I dared not speak. I dared not tell him what I knew. What if he was trying to seek the truth from me, see what I knew, and use it against me?

      And yet…

      Everything inside me told me that Cormag could be trusted, that he was a man of honor, Votadini or not.

      I met and held his gaze.

      After a time, he nodded. “I am sorry, Princess,” he told me. “It is hard enough to lose a father.”

      From the tent above, I heard my mother’s laughter ringing. It echoed across the henge, and in my imagination, to my father’s tomb. Was that the sound that reached my father in the Otherworld? His mourning wife’s laughter?

      Cormag frowned. “Those around you dance like fools. I am sorry for what you must face alone.”

      I swallowed hard, feeling like someone truly saw my pain. “Thank you.”

      “Princess?” a voice called.

      Cormag and I turned to find Conall and two other Brigantes guards there.

      “Conall?”

      “Are you all right?” Conall asked, his hand on the hilt of his sword.

      I looked at Cormag, inhaled deeply, then nodded. “I’m fine,” I replied. “Thank you. Shall we return, Prince Cormag?”

      “On one condition.”

      “That being?”

      “We join the fools in a dance,” he said, then extended his arm to me.

      At that, I couldn’t help but smile. “If you insist.”

      “I would not dream of insisting. I merely ask.”

      “Then, I accept.”

      We turned and followed the guards back toward the tent. And this time, a new feeling fluttered across my heart.
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      When we finally returned, the others were still engaged in merriment. Everyone was dancing, drinking, and laughing.

      Fools.

      The prince was right.

      My father was dead.

      The Cailleach whispered of dark things to come.

      Volixus’s murder felt like a beginning, and I’d been cursed to be the only one who could see it.

      On the other side of the tent, Venutiux and his father were embroiled in a tense conversation. The people around them were beginning to stare. Vortigiux joined them, speaking in low tones. They ceased bickering and looked my way.

      I ignored them, turning instead to Cormag.

      “I confess, I do not dance much,” Cormag told me.

      “Then I consider myself honored.”

      With that, we joined the others.

      I set my hand in Cormag’s, feeling his skin against mine. The sensation of his touch made a chill wash over me. Then, we began to dance.

      Seated at the table, Gallmaul whispered in my mother’s ear, the pair of them looking in our direction. My uncle looked frustrated. My mother listened to his words, nodding, a sour expression on her face.

      For all their talk about the Votadini being our enemies, the Crow People were one of the few of the assembled who had behaved honorably.

      I scanned the crowd, searching for Queen Mael Muire. I found her alongside Ystradwel’s father—hadn’t he been resting? The pair stood side by side, the king’s hands resting on his cane as he spoke in low tones to the queen. I looked around for Ystradwel but didn’t see her anywhere.

      When we turned past the Carvetti, I kept my gaze away from them.

      “There are wolves watching your every step,” Cormag whispered in my ear as he pulled me close. Once again, I caught his deep, woodsy scent, the light, sweet aroma clinging to him.

      I looked up at him, my gaze meeting his. “The Brigantes have many friends, many enemies, and many that are one but pose as the other. Amid this pack, I must play the fox. You must tell me… Which are you, Prince Cormag? Friend? Enemy? One playing the other?”

      “I am a crow, Princess,” he said.

      “You avoided my question.”

      “Not at all. A crow stays above the fray, watching the wolves and foxes run themselves to exhaustion below.”

      “But are you friend, enemy, or other?”

      Cormag held my glance. His eyes were so blue, like the sky on a winter’s day. “The Brigantes and Votadini have a tense relationship. Everyone knows this.”

      “But that is not what I asked. What are you to me?” I asked, surprised to hear my voice shake.

      He gave me a soft smile. “Until yesterday, a stranger.”

      “Coy,” I told him with a sly grin.

      Cormag held my gaze. “The dark mother speaks to you… That is to be admired.”

      “Admired? Well, I guess I will have to be satisfied with being a stranger who is admired,” I said lightly.

      Cormag smiled. As the reel ended, he met my gaze, then said, “I am glad to have met you, Cartimandua. I hope we meet again.”

      “The same,” I whispered.

      The prince stepped back and bowed to me. “Princess.”

      “Prince.”

      “Cartimandua,” my mother called, gesturing for me to join her.

      I motioned to the prince that I needed to go.

      He gave me another short bow, then turned and walked away.

      I rejoined my mother, who was still seated at the table. Gallmaul and Cadoc stood a few feet away. It was clear that my uncle was trying to listen to the conversation. In a moment, I understood why.

      “Cartimandua,” my mother hissed at me, “you show too much favor to the Votadini. There are others here who also seek your attention.”

      “There are others here who had my attention but did not value it.”

      My mother looked confused. “I was speaking of Cadoc, your cousin.”

      I laughed. “Really, Mother. You must be joking.”

      “Cartimandua, a match between you and Cadoc—”

      “Mother! Of all the options available to me, wedding Cadoc does nothing to protect the Brigantes against our enemies.”

      “But Cadoc has many merits.”

      “Merits? I would rather wed a goat. Mother, there is no benefit in me wedding the Tectoverdi.”

      “Well,” my mother said, looking flustered. She cast a glance back at Gallmaul, who looked irritated. Was this what he had been scheming? “That is not true. This is a time to insulate ourselves against our enemies. Wedding those we trust keeps our power close. It helps us retain our hold.”

      “Volixus’s death has everyone looking at us like prey. We must strengthen the Brigantes through alliance. We must ensure we hold what we have tightly and build upon the foundations my father laid. For the love of the twin goddesses, Mother, you must see the grander scene. Me wedding Cadoc does nothing to help us. It would be wiser to marry me to the embroiled Catuvellauni or even that Northern Iceni prince father was always suggesting. By the stars, even a match to Ystradwel’s father would serve us better. Marry me to old Cam, and at least the western coast will truly be secure.”

      “Cartimandua,” Morfudd said with a frown.

      “Princess Cartimandua, Queen Morfudd,” King Cuneda said, interrupting. “My apologies. May I have the next dance, Queen Morfudd?”

      “Oh! Cuneda,” Morfudd said, trying to compose herself, her cheeks red with frustration. “Yes. Of course.”

      King Cuneda held out his hand to my mother.

      She took it, giving me a scolding look before she disappeared with the Carvetti king.

      Agitated and seeking an escape, I went to Queen Moirin, who was lingering with a mug of ale.

      “Princess Cartimandua.”

      “Queen Moirin. You are not dancing.”

      She laughed. “No. Despite others’ efforts, I have outrun them all tonight.”

      “Well done.”

      “You have not been so lucky. Have a favorite?” she asked, gesturing to the crowd.

      “I thought I did. Perhaps not. You?”

      “Yes, but she stayed home to avoid this troupe of fools.”

      “Does she have a name?”

      “Etain.”

      “Etain,” I repeated. “And do your advisers gripe endlessly that such a match will not result in the expected heirs?”

      “They do, and then I point to my brother. He is equipped to ensure my family line continues. In the meantime, I can rule just as well with a woman in my bed as I could with a man there, and my queen consort is very wise.”

      I grinned, then clicked my cup against hers. “May Brigantia bless you and your queen and give you a long reign and many nieces and nephews.”

      Moirin chuckled, sipped once more, then gestured to the room. “I have been watching the puppet show. Young or old, many here want to wed you, several want to bed you, but I think there is one here who actually loves you.”

      I cocked an eyebrow at her. “Really? Well, don’t leave me in suspense.”

      She tipped her chin in the direction where the Carvetti had gathered.

      Mustering up my courage, I looked to discover Vortigiux chatting with Eddin. When I scanned for Venutiux, I found him dancing with a Selgovae chieftain’s daughter.

      Confused, I looked back at Moirin, who chuckled and then gestured again.

      When I followed her gaze this time, I realized she was looking at Eddin.

      “No,” I said with a light laugh. “That is merely an old friendship.”

      “Friendship or not, I told you one of these men loves you. That is the one who sent your guard looking for you. That is the one who watches who follows you. That is the one who listens to others on your behalf. That is the one who loves you.”

      “I love him too, but not like that.”

      “Maybe you should,” Moirin said with a laugh, then tapped my elbow. “Drink, Princess. The night is almost done.”

      “I’ve already had too much to drink.”

      Moirin refilled my cup. “Then let’s finish the job. To King Volixus,” Moirin said, lifting her cup. “May he long be remembered.”

      “To my father. And to new friends.”

      “Cheers.”

      “Cheers.”

      With that, we drank. As I sipped, I glanced at Eddin.

      He must have felt me looking at him because he looked my way. When he saw me, he lifted his cup in cheer.

      I winked at him.

      He chuckled.

      “That’s true love,” Moirin said. “Mark my words.”

      “Even so, it is impossible. He is shackled to the Carvetti.”

      Queen Moirin grinned at me. “For now… Maybe he just needs a queen to set him free.”
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      Venutiux had not approached me again that night. I was sick of whatever game he was playing. All I wanted to do was go back to Rigodonum, mourn my father, and be done with all these machinations. When I finally returned to my tent that evening, I was drunk, confused, and angry.

      Now was not the time to consider marriage.

      What I had said to my mother was true. While I had nursed an affection for the Carvetti prince, perhaps he had not shared the same level of affection for me. There were other options to consider.

      I slipped into a changing gown and then lay down, my gaze going to Morfudd’s and Ystradwel’s empty cots. Hilda, my mother’s maid, was already snoring soundly.

      Sighing, I closed my eyes.

      Father, I am adrift without you.

      But even as the thought came, I remembered my conversation with Cormag. I was not adrift. I was a fox. And it was time to start behaving like one, because if the Cailleach was right, there were far greater threats than any of us had ever guessed.
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      I woke the following morning with my head pounding but relief in my heart. The funeral was done. The others would soon depart. I would need to speak to my mother. The chieftains needed to be called to the fort. We must tell them the truth and rally our forces.

      “Princess?” a guard called from outside the tent. “Princess Cartimandua? My apologies, Princess, but you are summoned.”

      Ystradwel appeared from behind the changing screen, lacing up her bodice.

      “Ystradwel…” I asked sleepily, looking at my mother’s empty cot. “Where is my mother?”

      “She left before sunrise to see the priestesses.”

      “And Hilda?”

      “She went with the queen.”

      Confused, I rose and went to the tent door.

      “What is it?” I asked, pushing the flap aside.

      “You are summoned,” the guard repeated, then gestured behind him to my cousin, Catell.

      “Cousin, the queen asks for you,” Catell told me.

      “I’ll be a moment,” I replied, returning inside.

      “Was that Catell?” Ystradwel asked, her brow furrowing.

      I nodded and then studied her. Ystradwel had dark rings under her eyes and looked like she’d been crying. “What’s wrong?” I asked her.

      She shook her head. “Nothing. Let me get your gown.”

      With that, she turned and dug into my trunk, returning a moment later with a white gown with black trim.

      Working quickly, she helped me prepare for the day.

      “You were not here when I retired last night,” I told Ystradwel.

      “I’m sorry, Princess. I lost track of you amongst all the confusion of people. When I finally arrived, you were already asleep. I apologize for not being here to see to your things.”

      “It’s not that,” I said. “I was just worried.”

      “All is well,” she told me, but I heard a tremor in her voice I didn’t like.

      “Ystradwel…”

      “All is well, Princess,” she repeated.

      All was not well, but either Ystradwel was too prideful to say so or she was keeping something from me. Many times, I wished the wall between us would crumble.

      After Ystradwel finished brushing out my long hair, braiding it, and placing it in an elegant knot on my head, we exited the tent.

      Catell and Conall both waited there.

      “Conall, where is my mother?” I asked the guard.

      “She is in the meeting tent,” he told me, a perturbed expression on his face.

      “This way,” Catell said, gesturing for us to follow.

      I fell into step beside Conall. “What’s happening?”

      “I don’t know, Princess. There has been a lot of activity this morning. One of my men came to fetch me when Catell turned up to summon you.”

      “What kind of activity?”

      “The queen went with Gallmaul and his men to the henge at sunrise. Only her personal guard and Gallmaul’s men went with her. They returned just a short time ago. I am still struggling to discover the reason. Everyone is being tight-lipped.”

      I turned to Ystradwel. “You said she went to see the priestesses.”

      “That’s what she told me, Princess.”

      “Was she upset this morning?” I asked my maid, wondering if the culprits behind my father’s death had been discovered. Maybe the priestesses had learned something.

      Ystradwel’s brow furrowed. “No, Princess. In fact, she looked mirthful.”

      I frowned. Of all the things I expected to hear, my mother being full of mirth seemed the most worrisome.

      Despite my mother’s cheerful mood when she left this morning, things sounded decidedly uncheerful by the time we arrived at the tent. As we approached, I heard terse voices, and a moment later, King Cuneda and Venutiux appeared.

      The king’s face was red, an angry expression on his features.

      I slowed when I saw them.

      “King Cuneda,” I said, but the king breezed past me. Confused, I turned to Venutiux, who paused. “Venu, what is it?” I asked.

      “Underhanded games, Carti. That’s what it is. And now, everything is in tatters…”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Venutiux!” King Cuneda barked at his son.

      Venutiux took my hand, squeezing it gently. “I will fix this. Don’t worry,” he told me, holding my gaze. “I will fix this,” he said, kissing my hand, then hurried behind his father.

      Confused, I approached the tent.

      From within, I heard Gallmaul’s voice raised in anger. “Presumptuous bastard. And he would lecture me on propriety,” Gallmaul roared.

      “He’s only mad because he was too slow,” Cadoc said with a laugh.

      Pushing the tent flap aside, I entered. Cadoc, Gallmaul, Morfudd, and High Priestess Onnen had gathered with a small guard that included my mother’s and Gallmaul’s people and my mother’s maid, Hilda.

      “Cartimandua,” my mother said, sighing in relief. “There you are,” she said, then turned to Gallmaul who was still muttering. “Peace, please.”

      “Mother, what is happening?” I asked.

      “Meddling,” Gallmaul huffed.

      “Peace,” my mother told him again, giving him a soft look. Morfudd turned back to me. “Cartimandua, we have things we must discuss.”

      “Why is King Cuneda so upset?” I asked. “What’s going on?”

      “Well…” Morfudd began, “King Cuneda came with a marriage proposal this morning.”

      “A… a marriage proposal?”

      “Which I declined.”

      My heart felt like it had stopped beating. “Declined?”

      “King Cuneda sought to wed your mother,” High Priestess Onnen told me.

      Confused, I paused.

      Not Venutiux.

      My mother had not declined my match with Venutiux. She had spurned Cuneda.

      “I…” I began, reorienting myself. It was not a match between Venutiux and me she had rejected; it was one for herself. I inhaled deeply, let out a slow breath, then said, “I know it is early days still, Mother, but that is not an offer to hastily toss aside.”

      “Your mother declined the offer because she is already wed,” High Priestess Onnen told me.

      My chest grew tight. I stared at Onnen in confusion. “What?”

      The high priestess turned to my mother.

      I followed her gaze.

      My mother shifted uncomfortably in her seat. “Cartimandua, I wanted to speak of it to you first, but there was some need for haste,” she said, then reached out and took Gallmaul’s hand.

      My uncle squeezed her hand and then set a kiss thereon.

      I felt a piercing pain in my temples. “Morfudd, what have you done?”

      “Gallmaul and I wed this morning in a sunrise ceremony. I promised I would keep you safe, Cartimandua. This is the best way to do so.”

      “The best way?” I asked through clenched teeth, trying to restrain my anger. “Better than marrying an allied king? Better than marrying into another tribe we need to control or befriend? Instead, you wed your husband’s brother? Mother!”

      “Cartimandua,” my mother protested.

      “I told you yesterday that there is no sense in such a match!”

      “But Cartimandua…” she said then exhaled heavily. “This does benefit us and… and… this was a matter of the heart.”

      I turned from my mother to Gallmaul. “How thrifty,” I told my uncle, unable to wipe the fury from my face.

      Gallmaul’s gaze narrowed. “Thrifty?”

      “That was my word, Uncle.”

      “Cartimandua, what do you—”

      “The leftover funeral food can be used for the wedding feast. It’s a good use of the Brigantes’ coin. Already saving the crown’s cache, Uncle? Well done,” I said, then turned to High Priestess Onnen. “You have agreed to this? This? This is not what is best for the Brigantes. Surely, Brigantia—”

      “I have agreed to it,” a voice said behind me.

      I turned to find High Priestess Môd there.

      “You?” I asked in disbelief. “If there is anyone who can see the absurdity of such a match—”

      “Cartimandua,” my mother said sharply, silencing me. “Carti, don’t you see? We are safe. This makes us safe. We have gathered those loyal to us close.”

      “And you are comfortable to roll right into your brother’s bed, his body not yet cold in the ground?” I asked Gallmaul.

      Gallmaul glared darkly at me.

      “Cartimandua!” my mother protested.

      “A matter of the heart,” I said, my head feeling dizzy. “That is what you said, isn’t it, Morfudd? A matter of the heart.” I turned to Gallmaul. “No wonder you have no qualms with marrying your brother’s wife. It sounds like you’re already familiar with her bed.”

      “That is enough, Cartimandua!” my mother shouted angrily.

      “My niece, when I learned the true manner of my brother’s death, I did not hesitate to wed your mother to protect her, you, and all my brother has built,” Gallmaul told me.

      “You told him?” I asked my mother.

      “We must have allies if we are to discover the culprits,” Morfudd replied, a tinge of pride in her words.

      “Gallmaul is already an ally. We gain nothing in this. Mother, what have you done?”

      “You will see, Cartimandua. We will act boldly now. I have already summoned Queen Mael Muire,” Gallmaul said with venom.

      “For what reason?” I asked in surprise.

      “She will account for her actions!”

      “Rash, Uncle. You do not wear the crown. You have no jurisdiction to summon anyone, let alone your betters,” I retorted.

      “My father is king consort,” Catell told me angrily. “You will mind your words, Carti.”

      “Should I, Cousin? It’s your place to say so? And Carti, is it? Well, I suppose you are my brother/cousin. This is foolishness,” I said then turned back to High Priestess Môd, whom I had always admired. “Honored Mother, I would never question the Cailleach, but—”

      “The dark lady weaves in ways we cannot always understand, Princess. That is all I can tell you. The signs are there. She has approved of this union. Queen Morfudd, my sisters and I will retire now. The funeral games have become a wedding feast. This is the realm of Brigantia. The daughters of the Cailleach will return to our grove.”

      My mother inclined her head to the priestess. “Very well.”

      With that, High Priestess Môd departed.

      “It is an insult to my father,” I hissed at Morfudd and Gallmaul. “No wonder King Cuneda was furious.”

      “I have no interest in the opinions of the Carvetti,” Gallmaul said with a dismissive wave of his hand.

      “Then you already show yourself the pale version of my father. The Carvetti are our allies. Our actions must be considered on a broader scope—how they impact us, those we trust, our allies, our enemies. Now, King Cuneda will look elsewhere for a bride—for himself and his sons—with no concern about how it will impact the Brigantes. You must play the game more than one move ahead, Uncle.”

      “I am protecting all my brother loved,” Gallmaul insisted.

      “Cartimandua, don’t you see, we—” Morfudd began.

      “We nothing, Mother. You are the queen of the Brigantes! You, daughter of Bellnorix, not him.”

      My mother sighed heavily. “I am wed. It is done. There is nothing more to be said on this matter.”

      “But there is something else,” Gallmaul told my mother, looking from her to me.

      “Perhaps this is not the time,” Morfudd said, shifting uncomfortably.

      “Cartimandua, we have decided you will wed Cadoc,” Gallmaul said, gesturing to his son. “In so doing, we will protect the throne of the Brigantes in perpetuity.”

      I looked at Cadoc, who was smiling at me, then turned back to Morfudd, venom in my gaze.

      My mother shifted in her seat. “Cartimandua,” she said, “it makes good sense. We can consolidate our power and—”

      “You told this to King Cuneda?” I asked.

      “Well,” my mother began, looking toward Gallmaul.

      “Mother?”

      “Yes, Cartimandua,” my mother finally said. “Cuneda had some notion that you were interested in his son Venutiux, but Gallmaul and I already decided that—"

      I turned and hurried from the tent.

      “I will make a good husband, Cartimandua,” Cadoc called behind me. “Better than some kunta Carvetti prince!”

      “Cartimandua,” my mother yelled after me. “Carti!”

      Struggling to breathe, I exited the tent and scanned the grounds, spotting High Priestess Môd and the others daughters of the Cailleach who were preparing to depart.

      “Priestess,” I called. “High Priestess.” I hurried after her. “High Priestess Môd.”

      She paused to wait for me.

      “Honored Mother,” I said, catching up to her. “Please, forgive me for asking again, but how can this be? How can the Cailleach agree to my mother marrying Gallmaul? My father was a man of honor. Gallmaul is—”

      “A fool,” Môd said. “Yes, Cartimandua. You are right. I don’t know why the Cailleach whispers as she does, but she condoned the match.”

      “I cannot…” I said, feeling the pressure on my chest once more. I set my hand there and inhaled deeply. “How…”

      “Princess, trust in the dark mother. Trust her wisdom. We are mortal and not wise enough to see her reasons. Whatever the path, trust her.”

      “They would cast me off to Cadoc,” I told Môd. “Did you know this?”

      “I did not.”

      “High Priestess—”

      “Resist. Morfudd has been woven into some tangle I cannot undo. But you… You must resist. Something else waits for you, Cartimandua. Resist,” she said, then turned and went on her way.

      Turning, I looked back at the tent in time to see Queen Mael Muire and Prince Cormag being led inside.

      The prince briefly glanced my way before entering.

      I inhaled deeply, letting out a slow, shuddering breath.

      My father’s death was just the beginning.

      My world was falling apart.

      Venutiux…

      Love was one thing, but if I hoped to prevent war, I needed to think fast. Gathering up my skirts, I turned and headed back.
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      By the time I reached the tent, Gallmaul was shouting.

      I entered quietly. When I did so, I met Cormag’s gaze.

      His expression was guarded.

      “If we were responsible for the king consort’s death, would you think us bold enough to gather here?” Queen Mael Muire replied. While she smiled wryly, I heard the barely constrained tones of exasperation and annoyance in her voice.

      “I think nothing below you,” Gallmaul replied tersely. “I have a report from my people that you are building up forces around Silver Vale.”

      Confused, I looked from my uncle to the queen.

      While her exterior remained placid, in a single moment, I saw a flicker of something. “We will hold rites near the valley upon my return,” the queen replied. “As you know well, Gallmaul, that area is special to my people. Silver Vale has long been considered Votadini lands.”

      “By the gods, it is not, and you know it,” Gallmaul replied, his nostrils flaring. “My brother reminded you about this fact not even a fortnight ago when, once again, your people were found on my land.”

      “Consult with the daughters of the Cailleach. We had their consent to be there, as I told King Volixus, who confirmed my words and let the matter lie thereafter. That said, from before our grandmothers’ grandmothers’ time, the Vale has belonged—”

      “I don’t care what ancient history you want to drag out. Your people lost those lands to my grandfather. That land, Tectoverdi—and now Brigantes—is ours. If you set foot on it, there will be war, Mael Muire.”

      Moving silently, I took my place beside my mother. Was Gallmaul telling the truth? Were the Votadini amassing forces?

      My gaze went again to Prince Cormag, but he didn’t look at me. Had it all been a ruse? Had his attentions at the tournament, dancing with me, walking with me, all been some kind of distraction while his people moved on Brigantes territory? Was that why, every time I turned around, I found him there? Had it all been a game?

      “Who are you to speak for the Brigantes?” Mael Muire retorted. “This is a matter for the queen and her daughter. You will hold your tongue with your betters.”

      “I am king consort now,” Gallmaul told her, puffing out his chest.

      A sick feeling rocked my stomach, and a wave of pain washed from one side of my head to the other.

      Queen Mael Muire paused, her gaze flicking from Gallmaul to my mother. “Queen Morfudd?” she asked, arching an eyebrow at my mother.

      “Withdraw your men from my borders,” my mother said tersely, “as my consort has said, or there will be consequences.”

      “You cannot command me from my own lands. There is nothing more to be said here. My felicitations on your marriage,” Mael Muire said, then signaled to her son. They moved to leave the tent.

      “I know it was you, Mael Muire. I will prove it. When I do, Votadini lands will bleed for what you have done,” Gallmaul yelled after her.

      “Hold your tongue, Uncle. You dare not threaten a queen,” I said sharply.

      Mael Muire paused and looked over her shoulder at me.

      When I met her gaze, I saw a truth. She had not known for sure. Gallmaul’s words had confirmed something she had suspected, but she had not known my father had been murdered. That meant Cormag had not relayed the details of our private conversation. The queen inclined her head to me ever so slightly, then departed.

      “It was her, Cartimandua,” Gallmaul told me. “By Brigantia, I swear it. I know it was her.”

      “Oh, vexing woman,” Morfudd said with a shake of the head, reaching for Gallmaul’s hand.

      My uncle gave her a sweet, supportive glance. “You do not need to worry, my love. I will pluck the feathers from that murderous crow for what she has done.”

      “How do you know it was her?” I asked Gallmaul.

      “Votadini spies are everywhere,” he said with a dismissive wave of the hand.

      “But where is your proof?”

      “I will have it soon enough.”

      “And if you’re wrong? If it was someone else…” I turned back to Conall. “Any news?”

      He nodded to me, then stepped forward. “Queen Morfudd, my men have just informed me that the Parisii left during the night. And there are reports from Parisii lands that they are building up forces.”

      “Building up forces? Where?” my mother asked, aghast.

      “Near Mydils.”

      “They would take Mydils Fort?” my mother asked, aghast. Parisii and Brigantes lands shared a border on the River Tees. The Parisii had long wanted to control the entire area, a major trading hub under the Brigantes. The local chieftain and my father had often quarreled over the place.

      “Conall, what news from the men on Silver Vale? Anything from Votadini lands?” I asked.

      “What men?” Gallmaul demanded.

      “I sent men to the capitals of our friends and allies. I also have men watching people here,” I replied.

      “You sent spies?” Gallmaul asked.

      “Yes, Uncle.”

      “On what authority?” he asked angrily.

      His tone made something mean inside me snap to life. “I am my father’s daughter and heir to the throne of the Brigantes,” I retorted hotly. “What more authority do I need? My father is dead. Nothing is being done to discover the killer, besides alienating our allies,” I replied, then turned back to Conall. “The men?”

      “They returned a short time ago, Princess. I just received the report.”

      “Is it true about the Vale?”

      “The Votadini are near the border, but they are in Votadini lands. They have not crossed into Brigantes’ territory.”

      In a sudden turn-about in attitude, Gallmaul smiled and said, “Good. Good. You were right to send people in, Cartimandua. But do not fear, Niece,” Gallmaul told me. “Do not fear. I will summon the chieftains to rally the Brigantes and keep you and your mother safe.”

      “You will do no such thing without direct command from me or my mother. As it is, I must go clean up your mess with the Votadini,” I retorted, turning and leaving the tent.

      “Cartimandua?” my mother called. “Oh, Gallmaul. Ystradwel, Conall, go with her.”

      A moment later, Ystradwel and Conall appeared at my side.

      “Princess,” Conall said. “Where are you going?”

      “To take a measure of things myself,” I said, then hurried along to my tent.

      “Princess, your mother needs you,” Ystradwel protested.

      “My mother has found someone else to fill her needs,” I replied waspishly. How could my mother be so stupid? Didn’t she see Gallmaul was just using her to advance his own power? “A moment,” I told Ystradwel and Conall, slipping into my tent. I returned with Cormag’s boots. Walking with purpose, I made my way to the Votadini encampment.

      “Princess,” Conall said worriedly.

      “Gallmaul has threatened the queen of the Votadini,” I replied. “I must amend that… and return these,” I said, gesturing to the boots.

      “They belong to someone from the Votadini?” Ystradwel asked in surprise. “Cartimandua, were you with the Votadini the other night?”

      “And where were you, Ystradwel? You have frequently been absent of late.”

      Ystradwel looked away, avoiding my gaze.

      “Princess,” Conall said. “Gallmaul is a fool, but he is right to mistrust the Votadini. Although his mouth flaps where it should remain shut, they are gathering on their borders. Perhaps you should consider taking the Votadini party hostage. Ensure they back down.”

      “Or ignite a war in the process.”

      As we went, Conall gestured to three more Brigantes warriors. By the time we arrived at the Votadini encampment, I had an entourage with me.

      At the Votadini camp, the warriors stood guard while the others packed. When we approached, they came to attention.

      I eyed the men. “I am Princess Cartimandua. I would speak with Queen Mael Muire.”

      One of the warriors signaled to a runner.

      We waited for a time. Finally, there was movement in the camp, and Prince Cormag approached.

      “Princess,” he said stiffly.

      “Prince Cormag. I would speak to your mother.”

      “She is not available.”

      I inhaled a slow breath, feeling tightness in my chest once more. I rolled my shoulders back and met the prince’s blue eyes.

      “Then, allow me to return these. With my thanks,” I said, holding out the boots.

      The prince gestured for the guards to move aside then he stepped toward me. When he reached out to take the boots, I didn’t let them go. I moved closer to him.

      “Why are your people advancing on the Vale?” I asked, holding his gaze.

      “We are not advancing on the Vale. We are on our own lands where we will hold rites to the Cailleach. But if you want to know the truth, that valley is ours, Princess. For as long as anyone can remember.”

      “What does one valley matter? Why is one spot of land worth risking war?”

      “That valley is to us as that henge is to you,” he said, his gaze going briefly to the Three Sisters Henge. “Your uncle/father did not lie. Many of our people bled and died for that valley. We lost it to the Tectoverdi in battle—the Brigantes reinforcing them. In winning that valley from us, with its silver and amethyst mines, the Tectoverdi inherited our ancient noble dead. Silver Vale holds the mounds of our ancient kings and queens and is a sacred site of the Cailleach.”

      “Worth making war over?”

      The prince nodded.

      “Worth killing my father for?”

      “Your father was killed by a coward. You will find no cowards amongst the Votadini.”

      “Worth manipulating me?” I asked in a softer voice.

      “Those around you play games. I am a child of the Cailleach. What was spoken between us was truth.”

      I let go of the boots. “I will speak to my mother about the Vale. She doesn’t know it is a holy place for your people.”

      “The chieftain does. Princess, your father was formidable, but your uncle is a fool and will lead your people to ruin.” Cormag reached into his vest pocket and removed something. He gently took my hand and lay the blackthorn briar in my palm.

      “The Cailleach speaks to you. If you do not believe me, believe her,” he said, then met and held my gaze. After a long moment, he turned and walked away.

      I stared at the thorn in my hand.

      “A faerie sword,” Ystradwel said.

      Confused, I looked up at her.

      “That’s what we used to call them when we were children. What does it mean?” Ystradwel asked me.

      “That it is time to don my armor.”
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      With everything coming to a head around us, our party packed up our belongings and began the journey back to Rigodonum. Tension filled the air. I was so angry with my mother that I could not look at her. And Gallmaul… How could Morfudd be so naive? Gallmaul was an opportunist. The idea that he would bed his brother’s wife made me ill. A matter of the heart… My stomach turned. And thanks to Gallmaul’s flapping mouth, word was beginning to spread about the nature of my father’s death and Morfudd’s and Gallmaul’s marriage.

      In the very least, I had gotten through to my mother about summoning the chieftains to Rigodonum. They had been summoned. There was much to discuss. With rumors abounding, the chieftains looked tense and unhappy.

      The future before us was quickly unraveling. Gallmaul’s ambition may have cost us an alliance with the Carvetti. We had to work quickly to repair that mistake. Perhaps… Perhaps if I sent a messenger to Venutiux. He and I could still wed. I needed to speak to my mother.

      Aside from marriage and offended allies, there were other pressing problems. The Votadini and Parisii were now moving toward contested lands. War would be upon us if things got out of hand.

      I glanced over my shoulder at the chieftains.

      The looks on their faces spoke of their frustrations. I didn’t blame them. From keeping the manner of my father’s death secret to this marriage with Gallmaul, my mother was already showing herself to be an unwise ruler. Historically, unwise rulers of the Brigantes soon found themselves mired in rebellion… or dead. Already, my mother found herself facing more than one crisis. Gallmaul, although he was my uncle, was nothing like my father.

      If the Parisii and Votadini were genuinely planning to make trouble, maintaining the alliance with the powerful Carvetti tribe was essential. But now, King Cuneda had gone away offended.

      My mother had been very foolish.

      I exhaled deeply and then looked over the rest of my party. Beside me, Ystradwel looked distracted.

      I scanned the party for her father. The aged former king of the Setantii rode in a chariot, his men around him, at the very back of the line. He looked far too gaunt for such a long trip.

      “Ystradwel,” I said, turning to my maid.

      She didn’t answer.

      “Ystradwel, are you all right?”

      “Princess… My apologies. Did you need something?”

      “Your father’s health… He looks very frail.”

      Ystradwel frowned. “He was ill in the spring. The malady still lingers. He feels his age and the weight of his mistakes and losses.”

      I reached out for her hand, taking it and squeezing it. “Please, spend as much time with him as you can.”

      “My duty is to you, Princess,” she said stiffly.

      As always, Ystradwel did not fail to remind me of her forced condition.

      I let her go. “I will be fine,” I told her. “Please, spend time with your father.”

      Ystradwel did not reply, but I saw something more than her normal resentful rigidity this time. She was distracted. But was it any wonder? She had every reason to be unsettled if she believed her father was dying. Ystradwel was trapped, a pretty prisoner unable to be with her family during this difficult time. And when her father died, what would become of the Setantii?

      I was sure my father had plans for the subtribe.

      My mother…

      I would speak to her later of the matter. Perhaps Ystradwel could return home, be with her father and prepare herself to become the next chieftain of her people. While she was bitter about her station in my household—there was no denying that—she had never been disloyal. And the goddesses knew she was an expert on propriety. She would make an excellent chieftain if no others were in her ear, coaxing her to reach for more.

      Now, I just had to convince my mother to follow my guidance.

      I cast a glance in Morfudd’s direction.

      She and Gallmaul chatted together, smiling warmly at one another. My uncle took my mother’s hand and placed a kiss thereon.

      A smile lit up my mother’s face.

      She had given my father the same loving glance not a week ago.

      Fickle.

      How very fickle.

      Twenty years together, and Morfudd had already forgotten my father.

      How could she fall into Gallmaul’s bed like nothing had happened? A mere handful of days ago, she doted on my father like he was her sun and moon. How quickly the clouds of mourning had fled from her heart. As I observed the pair, my thoughts returned to past Yule and Beltaine celebrations. How often my mother and uncle had sat side by side laughing with one another. I had never thought anything of it. My mother and father seemed happy together. I had no reason to question the fidelity between them. But now…

      A sick feeling rocked my stomach.

      I loved my mother, but dark thoughts clouded my mind. Had there been something between her and Gallmaul before this?

      The thought made me ill.
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        * * *

      

      When the fort of Rigodonum finally came into view, I felt a sense of relief. No more Parisii, Votadini, Carvetti, or other tribes to manage. Now, it was just Brigantes. Together, we would face what came next.

      We passed the earthen bridge over the wide ditch outside the new outer walls of the fort. Everywhere I looked, I saw my father’s handiwork. Volixus had been working tirelessly to expand our defenses to encompass his new vision—a massive walled city with space to develop our marketplaces and trading districts, room for more citizens within the walls, and ample space for growing crops and grazing lands for animals inside the fortified walls. Over three hundred hectares in size, my father’s vision for our future stronghold was massive.

      But incomplete.

      Work was still underway. The old fort sat at the city’s heart on its crannog of stone. Rigodonum Fort was built on a mountain. The base of the edifice was made of the mountain itself. The stonework walls above the rocky base sat like a crown looking over the lands below. A wall circled the old fort—my father had left it in place for an extra layer of defense. Volixus had hoped to be done before snowfall. I would have to meet with his workers to ensure that still happened.

      We passed the open gate and into the fort. My father had been working to move the residents out of the old part of the city and into the new. That included moving the marketplace, which he’d done last summer. We rode through the changing town, then toward the fort at the top of the hill.

      As we passed, the residents of the city bowed to us.

      Some called their condolences to my mother and me.

      I smiled politely and waved as we made our way.

      Finally, we reached the last gate—that of the royal residence.

      Following my mother and Gallmaul, I rode to the entrance where we were met by ancient Ulixes, our housecarl.

      “Queen Morfudd,” he said, taking the reins of her horse.

      “Dear Ulixes, how are you today?” my mother asked him sweetly.

      “Bright-eyed, bright-eyed,” he replied as usual. “It was an honorable funeral,” Ulixes told her. “The boys brought me over in a wagon so I could see. Very honorable. Sad and lamentable, but Volixus was put to the earth with great dignity.”

      “Yes,” my mother agreed.

      I smiled softly. None in our household had the heart to ask Ulixes to let a younger person attend to his duties. Riddled with a humped back, walking bent and in pain, using a cane when the weather was too cold or damp, he was long overdue to set his work aside and take a hard-earned rest. But Ulixes kept our household running efficiently. One day soon, he would follow my father to the Otherworld. Something told me, however, he would make the dark lady wait to take him until he finished whatever chore was at hand.

      While my mother looked at Ulixes affectionately, I noticed Gallmaul’s frown.

      “Princess,” Cadoc said, pulling my attention away. He held the reins of my horse and offered me his free hand to help me dismount.

      If my cousin honestly thought I would ever marry him, he was delusional. I would rather throw myself from the fort ramparts.

      Regardless, I took his hand and dismounted. “Thank you, Cousin,” I replied stiffly then went to Ulixes.

      Chatting with one another, Morfudd and Gallmaul made their way to the grand meeting hall.

      “Ulixes,” I said, gently taking the housecarl’s arm. How frail he felt under his tunic.

      “Ah, Princess. Welcome returns.”

      “A moment,” I said, then motioned for him to step aside with me. “The Brigantes chieftains have come. Please see them lodged, and have a feast prepared to be served in the great hall tonight. We are meeting and celebrating.”

      “Celebrating? Celebrating what?”

      “My mother wed Chieftain Gallmaul this morning.”

      Ulixes’ bushy eyebrows shot up his forehead. “This very morning?”

      I nodded. “May Brigantia help us. It is already done,” I whispered. “Please make sure Chieftain Cam is roomed not far from his daughter. Assign a man to attend him.”

      Ulixes nodded. “I remember when Cam and I were both young.” He laughed. “He was ready to make the Brigantes bleed, and I was the warrior all the young ladies in Rigodonum chased,” he said, then laughed. “Now, we both feel the shadow of the dark lady over us.”

      “Never, Ulixes.”

      “Bright-eyed, bright-eyed. I will see to it, Princess, and to the chieftains.”

      “Thank you,” I told him, then pulled off my riding gloves and went to my bedchamber.

      When I arrived, I found Ystradwel working quickly to sort out my things.

      “A bath, Princess?”

      “Later, perhaps. There is work to be done. I can change myself if you want to see your father settled.”

      “Oh,” Ystradwel said in surprise. “Thank you, Princess,” she said, a wash of emotions crossing her face. With that, she set my things aside and then departed.

      Removing my riding clothes, I set about changing. First, I tended to my feet. The wounds from the long walk had begun to mend, but my heel was still a violent mix of yellow and purple. The wound from the blackthorn had healed, but the ache remained.

      I rewrapped my feet, pulled on a black gown trimmed with moons and stars, brushed out my hair, then left my chamber.

      Before rejoining the others, I slipped down the hallway, following the winding path to the chamber at the end of the row. I rapped lightly then entered the darkened room only to be greeted by a rub on the legs.

      Bending, I picked up ancient Verbia’s black cat, Nettle. “Keeping the shadows at bay?” I asked.

      Nettle responded by trilling lightly and rubbing her head on my chin.

      Crossing the room, I found Verbia sitting by the open window casement. The slim crack allowed her a good view of the road leading into the castle. She sat covered in furs although it was warm in the chamber. On the table beside her was a fidchell gameboard, our game pieces sitting where they had last been placed.

      Verbia looked out the window, a vacant gaze in her blue eyes.

      “Well met, Verbia,” I said, joining her. Placing Nettle in my chair, I set about rearranging my great-grandmother’s coverlets. “Too hot for furs. You’ll be sweating by midday.” She looked up at me and smiled as I rearranged her wraps. Once I resettled her, I poured her a fresh goblet of water. Picking up Nettle, I then sat, placing the cat in my lap. “Did you see the party ride in?” I asked her, gesturing to the window.

      Verbia shifted her gaze outside but didn’t answer.

      “The chieftains have come. You saw that, but here is something you do not know. You just watched the new king consort of the Brigantes ride home.”

      Verbia turned and looked at me.

      “Morfudd has wed Gallmaul. My mother believes she is gathering strength. In her misguided efforts, she managed to offend the Carvetti, and the Parisii and Votadini are already tasting blood in the water.”

      Verbia reached forward and moved a game piece.

      I paused, observing her move. It was a bad one, and she knew it.

      I chuckled.

      “You’re right. I’ll let you redo that move—unfortunately, Morfudd cannot.”

      Verbia smiled then pulled her piece back.

      “It was a somber funeral. My father was very honorably remembered. The games yielded other results. Morfudd refused a proposal from King Cuneda in favor of Gallmaul. She then tried to wed me off to Cadoc—ruining my prospects with Prince Venutiux in the process. Gallmaul’s mouth nearly provoked Queen Mael Muire to war, and the Parisii played us all, smiling in our faces while they amass forces near the River Tees.”

      I sighed heavily.

      “And still no sign of my father’s killer,” I added. “But I have men searching, listening.”

      Verbia lifted one of the pieces from the board. The wooden piece depicted a man with a dagger and a patch over one eye. He was clearly the rogue of the board. Moving carefully, she set it behind the king’s piece. She then lifted another piece, one from the king’s own set, and placed it in front of the king. The wooden face smiled at the king while the man with a dagger waited at his back. She lifted her gaze, looking at me.

      In fidchell, the object was to surround the king with enemies. Once he was surrounded with nowhere to flee, the game was over. That was not what Verbia was showing me.

      I looked at Verbia. “The hand that poured the poison and the one who orchestrated it were not the same. That is what you think?”

      Verbia nodded toward the board.

      “There is someone amongst us we cannot trust.”

      Verbia lifted the assassin and handed him to me.

      I looked down at the piece. The little man smiled, his blade ready in his hand. “Perhaps if I can find the one who wielded the dagger, so to speak, I can find the one who orchestrated the murder.”

      Verbia nodded once, then looked back out the window.

      Setting the piece down and arranging the board where we had left it again, I kissed Nettle on her head and then stood, placing the cat in my spot. I studied the game Verbia and I had been playing for days. Finally, I shifted my piece.

      “I will have your king in four moves,” I told her. “Just try to wiggle out of that one…all your great wit aside,” I said with a laugh, then leaned in and kissed her on the cheek. “There will be sweet cakes. I will ask Ystradwel to bring you some,” I told her, then took her fragile hands, kissing each.

      She gave me a light squeeze, then let me go.

      I kissed her on the head. “I love you,” I told her. “I’ll be back soon.”

      And with that, I departed.

      Making my way back downstairs, I followed the sound of voices to the great hall. There, I found the chieftains drinking ale and conversing.

      When I entered, I discovered that while the chieftains had gathered, my mother and Gallmaul were missing.

      Conall and many of the other guards were also there.

      The conversation halted when I entered, the chieftains going quiet as they turned to me.

      “Honored chieftains and friends, in the name of Brigantia and the Cailleach, I welcome you to Rigodonum. Please, be at ease. My mother will join us soon.”

      “Princess Cartimandua,” Chieftain Andoc, a hulking man with lands in the south—who also often evoked an eye roll from my father—rose. “We thank you for this kind greeting. Will our new king consort be joining us as well?”

      His question evoked a subdued chuckle from many in the room.

      I wanted to melt into the floor.

      On the faces of those chieftains before me, leaders of the important forts and villages throughout Brigantia, I saw the same expression—disgust. And in some, I spied distrust. This was a disaster. Whatever my mother hoped her marriage to Gallmaul would bring, she was wrong. In one misguided action, she had undermined the crown. Why had she done it? Had she simply acted on her emotions? But which emotion?  While I loved my mother and hoped her move had been made in fear, a thought nagged at me.

      A matter of the heart…

      Had she acted out of lust?

      The thought made me sick.

      The room became so silent I could hear the flicker of the flames in the round hearth at the center of the room.

      I willed my heart be still. “I’m afraid it cannot be avoided,” I said with a wry smile. “So, please, drink in preparation.”

      At that, the others laughed, and the tension in the room dissolved somewhat.

      The men went back to drinking.

      “That’s some cheek,” a voice said from beside me. I turned to find Chieftain Aedan there. The chieftain, who was close in age to me, had inherited the mantel from his father, who had died two winters past. He was the chieftain of Isurium Brigantium, an important fort to our southwest.

      “I suspect you know a thing or two about elders weighing you to see what you’re made of.”

      At that, Chieftain Aedan laughed. “And to think, one day you will rule all this rabble.”

      “Why do you think I am showing them cheek now?”

      He chuckled. “Then let me leave you to it, Princess,” he said with a wink.

      I took a mug of ale and circled the room, greeting the chieftains as I went. Ystradwel, her father, several of his advisers, and Chieftain Rhys joined us shortly after that. Ystradwel guided her father to a seat, helped him settle in, then ensured he had a goblet of mead.

      The sorrow that lingered in my heart was coming for Ystradwel. I could see in her eyes that she felt it already. Perhaps that was why she had been so distracted. Her father was dying. That meant her future was uncertain. No wonder she had been so…off.

      A short while later, my mother, Gallmaul, Cadoc, and Catell appeared.

      My mother was met with warm greetings, but some of the heart behind it was gone. I wondered if Morfudd noticed the shift in the feeling of the leaders toward her. A daughter of the great King Bellnorix, she had been adored and honored by the chieftains. But my mother had also wed Volixus at sixteen. Volixus had sat at Bellnorix’s side for years, learning to rule. My mother had left that learning to my father.

      Lingering in the back of the hall, I sipped my ale and watched as Chieftain Andoc and Chieftain Calos leaned in toward one another, whispering and watching my mother and Gallmaul as they took their place at the head of the table.

      And they were not alone.

      Many others whispered behind their backs.

      For the first time, I saw something in the great hall of Rigodonum that I had never seen before—weakness.

      My mother’s marriage to Gallmaul had weakened us.

      “Friends,” my mother called. “You are welcome in Rigodonum, even as strange days have fallen upon our tribe.”

      “Isn’t that the truth,” Andoc whispered, making the others chuckle.

      Gallmaul gave the chieftain a sour look.

      “I come to you in both dirge and mirth. King Volixus, my husband of twenty years, is gone,” she said, then paused. “And if that is not hard enough to bear, there is more dire news I must convey.”

      “Her marriage,” Andoc told the others, who laughed.

      They were laughing at the queen of the Brigantes.

      My chest tightened.

      “Brigantes… I know you have heard the rumors regarding Volixus’s death,” my mother called. This time, the chieftains grew silent. “I have gathered you here to speak plainly to you. The priestesses believe Volixus was murdered. We do not know why someone would wish to see my husband dead, but the rumors are true. Volixus appears to have died by poisoning.”

      At that, the room erupted with shouting.

      “It is an outrage!”

      “Who has done this?”

      “Why didn’t you tell us?”

      “Who would kill the king consort?”

      “Scandal!”

      The voices melded into a cacophony of noise.

      “But fear not,” my mother went on in a loud voice, interrupting their protests. “We are not on our own in this battle. As I said, I come to you in dirge and mirth. It is with mirth that I share the news with you that Gallmaul and I were wed this morning with blessings of the priestesses of Brigantia and the daughters of the Cailleach. My new king consort will soon discover the manner of my husband’s death.”

      Gallmaul rose. “I promise you, honorable chieftains, I will not rest until my brother’s killer is found and punished.”

      When some of the men began to protest, my mother spoke once more.

      “Gentlemen, gentlemen… Let us set these hard things aside for now. For now, let us feast and celebrate the happy things in life, such as new beginnings,” my mother said, reaching for Gallmaul’s hand, the pair smiling stupidly at one another.

      The chieftains looked at one another, expressions of shock and disgust on their faces.

      His chair scratching on the floor as he rose, black-haired Chieftain Maelgwn of the Lopocares, a tribe that had been independent before being crushed by Bellnorix, rose. “Queen Morfudd, I mean no disrespect, but the murder of your consort is no small thing,” he said, a bewildered tone in his voice. “This is not a matter to be set aside.”

      “Here, here!” Chieftain Andoc called.

      Many others pounded their fists on the table in agreement.

      “Forgive us for dampening your happiness, my queen. But we must know more. How did this happen? What has been learned? And where are the priestesses?” Chieftain Aedan called, looking around.

      Cheek.

      “Was it another tribe?” Chieftain Calos called out.

      “Was it the Votadini?” someone else demanded.

      Suddenly, the entire hall was lost in competing conversations, everyone lobbing questions at my mother, who paled in the wake of their outrage. Had she not expected it? Did she really think they would just set my father’s death aside and prance about with her and Gallmaul like nothing was wrong?

      I watched my mother for a long moment.

      “Gentlemen,” she called tepidly, her voice too low to be heard. “Gentlemen.”

      I inhaled deeply, forcing the gripping pain from my chest, rolled back my shoulders, and stepped forward. “Chieftains,” I called in a firm, clear voice.

      Quieting, they turned to me.

      “You are right. This is a seriousness matter,” I said, my expression the picture of stoney—and true—sincerity.

      Out of the corner of my eye, I saw my mother shift uncomfortably.

      Gallmaul frowned and whispered something to my mother, but Morfudd shook her head.

      “My father is gone,” I continued. “Taken from us. But let me reassure you, actions are being taken to discover and punish whoever moved against the crown. At present, we have eyes on our enemies. Those under suspicion are being watched closely.”

      At that, the chieftains murmured to one another but began to settle.

      “There is other important news to share,” I said, glancing briefly at my mother.

      Gallmaul whispered to her, but Morfudd sat frozen as she watched me.

      “There has been a draw-up of forces on the borders of Votadini lands. We have spoken to Queen Mael Muire. She denies any intention of invasion. While the result of that conversation was not entirely satisfactory, that issue remains on hold as our eyes turn toward a more tangible threat: the Parisii. King Ruith and Queen Cailleacha came amongst us all smiles, while the Parisii have made motions to advance on Mydils Fort.

      “With one eye on catching the culprit behind my father’s death and another on the actions of our neighbors, the crown moves forward. Soon, my mother may call upon you for aid. If the Parisii or Votadini strike, they will be met by the full force of our power. As such, the crown of the Brigantes appreciates your loyalty now and in the days to come. As Brigantia is a mother to her children, our royal household also renews its promise that you will always have our support.”

      “Well spoken, Princess,” Chieftain Andoc called.

      The others banged their fists on the table in agreement.

      Gallmaul chuckled, then rose. “Princess Cartimandua speaks with my brother’s elegance, something our tutors could never quite pound into me. As Cartimandua has said, we will crush any incursion by those deceitful Votadini, and my brother’s killer will hang from the town square. But for now, let us have meat and ale and celebrate those good things in the world and my brother’s memory,” he said, then gestured for the servants to come forward. “And music, for this room is too full of sorrowful faces. I have just married the most beautiful woman in all of Brigantia! Let there be some cheer!”

      At that, Gallmaul gestured to the musicians, who began playing.

      At the table, many chieftains did not take Gallmaul’s lightness well. They outwardly frowned and began to speak in whispers to one another.

      My mother gestured for me to come to her.

      Reluctantly, I went. “Mother.”

      “You spoke well, Cartimandua,” she said, motioning for me to sit.

      “Thank you—”

      “But out of place. Cartimandua, you should not worry yourself over such things. You are young and have much of your life ahead of you. Gallmaul will handle these problems. What you should be doing is thinking of all the fine young men you met at the games. Perhaps you do not wish to wed Cadoc, but there are other options. Chieftain Aedan…” she began, gesturing.

      “Mother,” I said, aghast.

      “Gallmaul will see to this issue with the Votadini and Parisii and—”

      Frustrated, I snapped at her. “Mother, are you blind?”

      “Carti?”

      “Look around you.”

      Morfudd scanned the room, looking at the chieftains who were frowning and whispering, clearly displeased by the turn of events. “They just need to get used to the change,” she told me.

      “Mother, the Votadini and Parisii are amassing, my father has been murdered, you have offended King Cuneda—one of our strongest allies—and the chieftains do not like your choice of a marriage partner. Mother, why did you move so rashly?”

      “To protect us, Cartimandua.”

      “Look at their faces,” I said, my voice straining with frustration. “Can’t you see what they are thinking? Look at Maelgwn of the Lopocares, Caradoc of the Corionototae, Andoc, Aedan, Calos, ancient Cam, and all the others. Do you see what is written on their faces? Do we look safer to you?”

      My mother shook her head. “I don’t understand what you mean.”

      I studied my mother’s expression. When I did, I felt like I was looking at her for the first time. She honestly didn’t understand.

      Holding her gaze for a long moment, I considered what to do, then finally said, “I am glad for you if you are happy, but you have not made us safer.”

      “The priestesses agreed to the marriage, Cartimandua. I didn’t wed without asking.”

      “Did it ever occur to you to ask me, who will be the next ruler of the Brigantes, what I thought?”

      “Well, you are not queen yet,” she said in an annoyed tone, then turned from me.

      I knew my mother well enough to know she was not trying to be cruel. She was just flustered. She didn’t know what to say. And I could see on her face that she didn’t like to hear the truth. She had tried to do what she thought best.

      When I turned back to the crowd, I could see the truth.

      My father’s death and my mother’s hasty marriage fractured the Brigantes.

      The future of my tribe was in danger.
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      The evening wore on, and after the meal, the talk turned serious regarding what should be done regarding the build-up of Votadini and Parisii forces.

      “So, you mean to tell us that Mael Muire came to the funeral games while her people moved onto the borders?” Chieftain Caradoc asked Gallmaul, suspicion in his voice.

      “You are surprised, Caradoc? How much blood have those crows already spilled over Silver Vale? Your own people’s included,” Gallmaul replied, his voice slurring and ale pouring from his cup as he waved his arm back and forth.

      “That was many years ago,” Caradoc replied.

      “Has she entered Brigantes’ lands?” old Cam asked.

      “Well,” Gallmaul said, shifting, “no, but she will. Mark my words.”

      “There are many who will hope to use the king consort’s death to their advantage,” Chieftain Aedan said, causing others to nod in agreement. “King Volixus kept the peace in many dark corners of our lands. Now, he is gone, and trouble is stirring once more.”

      “Including amongst the Parisii,” Maelgwn pointed out. “That is the real threat. Mydils Fort is our largest port city. King Ruith has long been jealous that we were able to take advantage of the River Tees before his people could build.”

      “Where is Chieftain Brennan?” Andoc asked, referring to the chieftain who presided over the coastal area and Mydils Fort. “Has he not come?”

      “His sons were here,” I said. “But they said the chieftain was detained.”

      “Forget the port and the Parisii,” Gallmaul said drunkenly. “King Ruith barks like an old dog who can’t remember why he’s angry. Mael Muire is behind my brother’s death. I know it,” Gallmaul seethed. “Let us rally our forces, show that old crow we are not afraid to fight for what is ours!”

      “Yours, more like,” Chieftain Andoc said gruffly. “And you have no proof that Mael Muire killed Volixus.”

      “Besides her lifelong hatred of my family?” Gallmaul shot back.

      “Why murder a neighboring king when you are at peace?” old Cam asked.

      “Then why are her people on that border?” Gallmaul retorted angrily. “We can rally the Tectoverdi. And Caradoc and Maelgwn, you could also send men. We must be ready to push back when the crow steps over her boundary line.”

      “You would summon my warband?” Maelgwn replied. “I don’t care whose bed you keep warm these days, Gallmaul. You will never summon me anywhere.”

      “Chieftains,” Gallmaul said, looking perturbed. “I am king consort now. If we must move on the Votadini on behalf of the Brigantes—”

      “Then the queen will say so,” Andoc shot back.

      “I have a question,” I interjected, leaning forward.

      The chieftains paused to turn and look at me.

      Chieftain Aedan grinned.

      “Cartimandua—” Gallmaul began dismissively, but Chieftain Andoc waved for my uncle to be silent.

      “I spoke to the Votadini regarding Silver Vale,” I began, “this strip of land for which many Tectoverdi, Brigantes, and Votadini have already bled. As I understand it, that land, historically, is Votadini—” I began.

      “By the Cailleach’s eye, it is,” Gallmaul interrupted angrily. “Cartimandua,” he said, softening his tone as he smiled at me. “Perhaps you would like to join your mother and the other women,” he said, gesturing to the table where Morfudd had gathered the chieftains’ wives and daughters to play gaming cards. “The matters here are—”

      “My chief concern as the future queen of this tribe,” I replied coldly, allowing my voice to carry, silencing Gallmaul.

      It did not escape my notice that several of the chieftains smiled and nodded to one another. For a moment, I caught Chieftain Aedan’s eye. He winked at me.

      “As I was saying,” I continued, “the Votadini’s sacred burial grounds are in the Vale. The tombs and mounds of their ancient kings, queens, and priestesses are laid to rest there. Is it any wonder they repeatedly fight to reclaim this land from their Tectoverdi neighbors?”

      At that, the other chieftains looked surprised. They muttered to one another.

      “Concocted lies,” Gallmaul said with a wave of the hand. “A convenient excuse to try to grab resources.”

      “I am glad you mentioned resources, Uncle,” I said. “I understand that this valley is also home to silver and amethyst mines and other natural riches.”

      “It was not until the Tectoverdi became part of the Brigantes under Bellnorix that the real troubles started with the Votadini,” Caradoc, chieftain of the neighboring Corionototae subtribe, said.

      “True, true,” Cam agreed. “Bellnorix never hesitated to help himself to whatever he wanted,” the old man said, a hint of anger in his voice. “If the Tectoverdi told the old king there were riches there, then tradition be damned.”

      “What? Are you saying this is my forefathers’ fault?” Gallmaul asked.

      “If the princess is right, then it explains why your people took that valley in the first place,” Cam replied.

      “Gentlemen,” Gallmaul laughed. “Cartimandua is just a girl. She is—”

      “The daughter of Queen Morfudd and King Volixus, the blood of this house, and our next queen,” Aedan said.

      “Aedan is campaigning for a wife,” Andoc said with a laugh.

      “Well, I would not say no if she asked,” Aedan replied, winking at me.

      We all chuckled.

      “But Princess Cartimandua has far more important matters than marriage on her mind,” Aedan added.

      “And, anyway, the princess will wed my son, Cadoc,” Gallmaul added proudly.

      At that, the chieftains gaped, looking from Gallmaul to me.

      “I must have been unclear, Uncle,” I said, meeting Gallmaul’s gaze. “Let me make certain you understand me this time, with all these good gentlemen as witnesses. I will never marry your son. May Brigantia and the Cailleach forbid it. So, my answer to that proposal is a firm no. Never. I hope you hear me this time. I will not repeat myself again,” I told him with a smile then turned the conversation back at once. “Now, regarding Mael Muire,” I continued, “I am not necessarily suggesting we return the valley to the Votadini, but perhaps some compromise can be achieved without bloodshed. I believe we should send an emissary to Mael Muire to discuss terms. We are all under the eyes of the Cailleach. It is wrong to keep them from their ancestors and their sacred spaces.”

      At that, the others nodded.

      Gallmaul, however, turned red. Struggling to rein in his anger, he pounded his fist on the table and shouted, “Have you all forgotten that the Votadini have my brother’s blood on their hands?” Gallmaul seethed then turned to me. “You are eager to be clear, Niece. Am I clear about that?”

      “I don’t know. Are you? Where is your proof?” I asked.

      “I know it to be true.”

      “You are king consort and a seer now, Gallmaul? Have the twin goddesses begun showing you visions?” Andoc jested.

      “The Votadini have always hated the Tectoverdi. They were biding their time. I will prove it,” Gallmaul said, pounding his fist on the table.

      I cleared my throat and said calmly, “Efforts are being made to uncover the truth regarding my father’s death,” I told the others. “But we should not make accusations until we have such proof.”

      “You are right, Princess. Alas, it is a sad day when someone would strike at so good a man,” Chieftain Andoc said somberly, then lifted his cup. “To Volixus. May he long be remembered.”

      “To Volixus,” we all cheered.

      I looked over my cup at the others.

      Out of the corner of my eye, I could see Gallmaul scowling at me.

      Presumptuous bastard. Did he think he would simply step into my father’s boots?

      He had.

      That was why his face was screwed up like a turnip.

      The Brigantes were my people. Perhaps my mother had hoped Gallmaul would protect us, but it was plain to me that in addition to preserving the Brigantes from outsiders, I also needed to protect them from my foolish uncle, who hoped to play king.
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        * * *

      

      The chieftains retired early that night, escaping Gallmaul and Morfudd’s ill-timed cheer, only to reconvene the next day. Once again, the chieftains met in the great hall. There, they would break their fast before departing. When I arrived, my mother and Gallmaul were missing.

      “Your mother has not yet come down,” Ulixes told me as I lingered just outside the hall door.

      “Thank you, Ulixes. See to it that the chieftains have whatever they wish. Also, Ystradwel has been so busy—I haven’t seen her this morning either—can you please see that someone takes Verbia some sweet cakes? I promised her.”

      “Of course, Princess,” he said with a smile, then headed toward the kitchens.

      Turning, I went back upstairs to fetch my mother, annoyed that I had to do so. We needed to send word to Chieftain Brennan for an update on what was happening at Mydils Fort. We also needed to speak to the chieftains closest to Brennan to ensure that Mydils Fort could be quickly reinforced if the Parisii made an attack.

      I recalled my encounter on the tourney field when I met Chieftain Brennan’s three sons. They had told me their father had to stay behind to attend to issues. Had the chieftain already seen something that concerned him? If so, what?

      I also wanted to speak to my mother of the Setantii before they departed. I hoped to appeal to her good sense to permit Ystradwel to return with her father. It was clear the chieftain’s death was not far away, and we needed to discuss what was to become of the Setantii.

      When I approached the door of Morfudd’s bedchamber, I found her guards just outside.

      “Princess,” one of the men said, coming to attention.

      “I would speak with my mother.”

      “I…” the guard began, then shifted. “She is not yet awake.”

      “But the chieftains are gathered. Perhaps, I—” I began, moving toward the door, but a sound from within halted my steps. Soon, it became very evident my mother was wide awake and in the throes of…

      I felt like I might be ill.

      “By the stars,” I cursed, then turned and walked away.

      “I’m sorry, Princess,” the guard called in a low tone behind me.

      “You cannot be sorrier than I am for you,” I replied, then hurried off.

      As I went, I reminded myself that my mother had always been good to me.

      We rarely argued.

      She’d been a loving, albeit rather absent, mother.

      And yet…

      Vile, lustful, disloyal woman…

      My stomach churned.

      Leaving the family area and returning to the great hall, I pushed my dark thoughts aside, smoothed down the skirts of my gown, and entered the hall again.

      I was greeted with smiles from the chieftains.

      “Princess Cartimandua,” Chieftain Andoc called. “We are very pleased to see you again, Princess,” he said, giving the others a knowing look.

      They met his gaze, several of them nodding.

      I got the distinct impression that a conversation had occurred about me in my absence. I smiled. A quick glance around the room told me Elspeth, a member of the kitchen staff with whom I was friendly, was there. I would meet with her later.

      “Gentlemen,” I said politely. “I trust you have been well-fed this morning.”

      “Indeed,” Caradoc said. “The funeral meats fry up for a fine breakfast.”

      “Thrift,” I said with a knowing smile. “My uncle’s best qualities appear to be sensing opportunities and thriftiness.”

      The others chuckled.

      I surveyed the table, noting the only exclusion—aside from my mother and the king consort—was Chieftain Cam.

      “I apologize. My mother is indisposed this morning. I hoped to speak with you about the Parisii before you departed, particularly with those close to the Parisii borders. I will send a rider to Chieftain Brennan directly. I fear the threat from the Parisii is overshadowed by worries about Votadini ambitions. I would ask that Chieftain Calos and Chieftain Aedan have your warbands ready in case King Ruith is determined to take the port city once and for all. Of course, our people here will also be readied. I suspect we will learn the truth regarding the Parisii soon enough. We must be ready to rally at once.”

      “And…is your mother in agreement with this?” Chieftain Calos asked.

      “She will be,” I replied. “My mother loves the Brigantes. They are her people. She will do what is right to protect them. And we cannot lose the port to the Parisii.”

      I looked from Calos to Aedan.

      “I am with you, Princess,” Aedan told me.

      “And I,” Calos agreed.

      Chieftain Andoc leaned forward. What a large man he was, his forearm as big around as my neck. He met my gaze, his brown eyes looking into mine. “Mind Gallmaul, Princess. He is a fool, and a fool at the head of a tribe results in many men dead.”

      The others nodded in agreement.

      “Take control of your warriors, Princess Cartimandua,” Maelgwn warned me. “Instruct them not to act unless under the command of you or your mother.”

      I stared at him. He wasn’t suggesting treason—Gallmaul was no king—but his advice was telling. These men did not trust, nor would they follow, Gallmaul. My mother was lost in the amour she had manufactured for herself. And she had doomed all of us with her. My chief concern needed to be for the Brigantes.

      “I thank you all for your council.”

      “Ah, if only King Eddin were here,” Andoc said, sitting back. “Then we would watch Gallmaul sweat.”

      At that, the others laughed.

      “There was no one Gallmaul was more jealous of than King Eddin. It was a sad day when the Dardani fell,” Andoc continued.

      “No one he was more jealous of than Volixus,” Caradoc corrected.

      “True, true,” Andoc said. “Gallmaul has made his lifelong dream come true in marrying Morfudd,” he said, then turned to me again. “Do not marry that idiot’s son.”

      “I would rather die.”

      Andoc laughed. “Good! Especially not when we have such a fine, strapping young chieftain right here,” he said, gesturing to Aedan.

      The others chuckled.

      “I believe the princess has higher ambitions,” Aedan said humbly. “And it does the crown no good to marry one of us.”

      The others chuckled but nodded.

      “Wed the Votadini,” Andoc told me. “Let that Bastard Prince strut about the halls of Rigodonum. Gallmaul will melt of jealousy.”

      “You jest, but it is a fair match,” Maelgwn said as he stroked his long, silver beard. “It would silence the bad blood between the Votadini and Brigantes.”

      “As would a marriage to the Carvetti,” Calos offered.

      “I suddenly feel as if I have a dozen well-intentioned uncles, which is a change in a positive direction,” I said with a wry grin. “I will take your words into consideration. Thank you.”

      At that, the men inclined their heads to me and dropped the conversation.

      Because I had told them to.

      The servants brought out another round of ale and meat and cheese platters.

      “Once more before we depart. In Volixus’s honor,” Andoc said. “To our late king,” he called, hoisting his cup. “To Volixus!”

      “To Volixus.”

      With that, I sat back and listened as the men talked about crops, horses, and other matters of lesser consequence.

      Chieftain Aedan leaned toward me and said in a low voice, “To Queen Cartimandua. Long may you reign.”

      “I will not usurp my mother,” I told him with a scolding yet playful look.

      “Of course not. But for the sake of the Brigantes, you must usurp your uncle,” he said, his expression serious. He then tapped his cup to mine. “For Brigantia.”

      “For Brigantia.”
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      After the chieftains departed, I searched for Ulixes, but, instead, found Nettle.

      The black cat was silently slinking down the hallway.

      “Nettle?” I called. The cat was never far from Verbia, which meant that if Nettle was out wandering, so was my great-grandmother.

      I followed quickly after the cat, watching as it slipped into the cracked door of my father’s workroom. At once, my suspicion was aroused. Hurrying behind Nettle, I entered to find Verbia there.

      “Verbia,” I said, confused. “Out for a stroll, are we?”

      At that, Verbia looked up at me and smiled. She stood over the long table at the center of the room which was heaped with maps, scrolls, boxes, ledgers, and other records.  I scanned the space. There was a small desk heaped with papers, as well as a chair in the same condition. How many nights had I found my father asleep here? On the walls were holders for scrolls. A sewn tapestry depicting Brigantes’ territory hung on the wall opposite the desk.

      At the very top of the stone walls were open casements, the shutters propped open to let light and air inside.

      Verbia picked through the papers on the long table.

      “Can I help you find something?” I asked her.

      She ignored me and continued looking.

      I went to my father’s desk and fingered through the pieces of parchment: sketches of his new fort walls, plans for the new residential areas, drawings he’d done of new wells, and other improvements.

      A life interrupted.

      That was what his death had been.

      A life interrupted.

      All my father’s ideas and dreams had gone to the mound with him.

      Sitting down at the desk, I closed my eyes.

      The room smelled of him. I detected the scents of leather, saddle oil, and the spicy notes that always clung to his hair.

      Ah, Father.

      A moment later, Ulixes appeared.

      “Princess,” he said, giving me a short bow. “Here you are.”

      “Ulixes, do you recall if my father had any visitors on the day he died? Did anyone out of the ordinary come to see him? Was there anyone in the fort who was not usually here? Even unusual deliveries…”

      “Sadly, no, Princess. Only the family and the regular staff. But your father kept very good notes on all his doings, although his methods of organization confound me,” he said with a laugh. “His work chamber remains untouched,” he said then spotted Verbia. “Ah, Lady Sunshine, out and about today?”

      Verbia paused, giving him a smile, then went back to digging through my father’s things.

      “Lady Sunshine,” Ulixes said, a sad smile on his face. “That is what we always called her. Verbia’s hair was as yellow as sunflowers, and her quick wit and bright smile cheered every room. Now, we are both old, but the lady is still a beauty.”

      At that, Verbia paused and gave him a knowing look.

      Ulixes laughed. “Say the word, Lady, and I will still be your paramour.”

      Shaking her head, Verbia continued looking through the papers.

      “Princess,” Ulixes said softly.

      “I will see her back.”

      He nodded.

      “Have either my mother or Gallmaul looked over my father’s things?” I asked, lifting what appeared to be a note about payments due to the stonemasons.

      “No, Princess. In fact, they are still…abed.”

      “Young love, Ulixes,” I replied sardonically as I looked through the papers. “There must be expenses, bills to be paid, other pressing issues,” I said worriedly.

      “Indeed, Princess. Your father handled everything himself, only sent me off with bags of coin here and there.”

      “I will see to it.”

      “What else can I do for you, Princess?”

      “I must send a rider to Chieftain Brennan. And I would like to speak to Onnen and Môd. If they could come tomorrow before midday, I would appreciate having their council.”

      “Princess,” Ulixes said, a smile in his voice. “I will see that you have a page waiting to attend you. In the meantime, anything else I can do?”

      “When my mother finally wakes, I would speak to her. Alone.”

      “I understand. I will summon a messenger and send him to you at once.”

      “Thank you, Ulixes,” I said, then looked at the desk. “I will seek to make some sense of this heap.”

      “May the twin goddesses be with you, Princess,” Ulixes said with a laugh.

      Nettle jumped up on the desk, walking across the papers as she sniffed everything of interest, pausing to let me pet her.

      “Lady Sunshine, was it?” I asked Verbia, a teasing tone in my voice.

      She smirked but otherwise ignored me.

      Sighing, I began sorting my father’s records.

      Cailleach, be with me.

      Brigantia, be with me.

      Whatever it was Gallmaul had planned to do here, it wasn’t rule. Before me sat physical evidence of what it really meant to be a leader. Rulers looked after their people, protecting them from harm, but also paying wages to stonemasons, ensuring the royal household was stocked with food, and planning for roads, and floods, and famines, and diseases.

      Exhaling deeply, I slid into my father’s chair and got to work.

      I got so lost in the process that when Verbia dropped a ledger book in front of me, both Nettle and I jumped, the cat arching her back as she scanned for danger.

      “Verbia?”

      Opening up the ledger book, Verbia nodded to me. Then, she picked up the cat and made her way from the room.

      “Verbia? Do you want me to help you back to your chamber?”

      She shook her head and then left.

      Frowning, I looked at the ledger. She had opened it to the page that contained the entries leading up to and including the day my father died.

      I scanned through his notes.

      He’d noted how far the construction on the new walls had advanced. He also wrote down outstanding tasks, bills that needed paid, and who he spoke with. I noted the entry marking Gallmaul’s unfortunate arrival the week before my father’s death. I also noted the name of Chieftain Rhys of the Setantii beside old Cam’s name. My father had known, or known of, the young warrior? Why? How? Along with other random notes, such as a note about a bridle and a mention of gloves, I also saw Chieftain Brennan’s name, but no further details were noted. Had he known trouble was brewing with the Parisii? The words Silver Vale were also scratched in a margin. Whatever my father meant by these entries, he had taken them to the grave.

      I slumped back in my seat.

      Verbia was right to look for an answer here. Somehow, I knew I was staring at it, but the pieces of the puzzle had not yet come together.

      With a sigh, I closed my eyes and pressed my fingertips against my eyelids, trying to push away the storm of pain brewing in my head.

      Cailleach, be with me. Help me discover the truth.

      But all there was in reply was a throbbing ache in my temples, tightness in my chest, and the skipping beats of my heart.
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      By the time I was summoned, I had something of a grip on our household’s monthly expenses, how our taxes were collected, and when and where my father was in his plans for expansion. I’d also sent a rider to Chieftain Brennan to learn what he was seeing on the border and why he had not come to the funeral rites.

      While I was able to accomplish much, I still couldn’t discern anything more from the ledger that indicated why my father had been killed. The notes only led to more questions and cast more suspicion on those I already doubted. My father’s records and workroom no doubt made sense to him, but, to me, it was a mess. I was still trying to sort and tidy his things when Ystradwel came to fetch me.

      “Princess… Here you are. Your mother asked for you.”

      “Out of bed, finally?” I quipped in annoyance.

      Ystradwel didn’t respond for a moment and then said, “It is evening meal, Princess.”

      Sighing, I set aside the parchments.

      “Ystradwel, do you know if my father spoke with Chieftain Rhys?”

      Ystradwel stiffened. “I… I believe they had planned to speak, but—”

      “Do you know the matter?”

      “I could not say for certain.”

      I frowned. “Has your father departed?”

      She nodded. “Yes, he left right after the others.”

      My frown deepened to a scowl. My intention to send Ystradwel home with her father had been thwarted by my mother’s lust. I could still arrange it, once I had my mother’s agreement, but it would have gone much further to smoothing things with Cam and the Setantii if we had sent her home with the old king. And now that they had left, I would need to send a messenger to recall Chieftain Rhys if I wanted to know what business he had with my father.

      “Do you know of any pressing matters of concern to the Setantii?” I asked Ystradwel. “Is anything amiss?”

      “No, Princess.”

      I sighed. “So, the chieftains are gone. I guess we are back where we started, save my father’s notable absence.”

      “And the new residents of our fort.”

      “Yes. Unfortunately, there is that.”

      Ystradwel and I left the workroom and made our way to the dining hall. When we arrived, the sound of Gallmaul’s laughter boomed from the room.

      “I’ve lost my appetite,” I said.

      For once, Ystradwel didn’t chide me.

      Inhaling deeply, I gave my neck a stretch and then entered the hall.

      “Ah, Carti,” my mother called cheerfully. “We missed you today.”

      How rosy-cheeked my mother looked.

      “There was much to attend to.”

      “Ordering new dresses, no doubt,” Cadoc said, grinning stupidly at me.

      I stared at him. Was he really so dense? I cast a gaze at Catell who was looking at Ystradwel.

      She avoided eye contact with him, but her cheeks were red.

      Did she…

      No, surely not…

      Turning back, I said, “No, Cousin. No dresses. First thing this morning, I met with the chieftains. Then, I spent the day assessing taxes, land, wall-building, and more. There is a kingdom to be run,” I said, settling in, Ystradwel sitting beside me.

      “You should leave that to your father’s secretary,” Gallmaul said dismissively as he plucked a chicken leg from the serving bowl.

      “My father kept no secretary. He handled everything himself.”

      “Of course he did,” Gallmaul said with an edgy laugh. “We will assign someone to those tasks, Cartimandua. You needn’t trouble yourself.”

      “I will attend to matters, Uncle.”

      “Cartimandua is like her father. She has a mind for numbers,” my mother said by way of explanation.

      Gallmaul grunted then took a massive bite. “I could eat this whole bowl myself. Worked up a hunger today,” he said with a laugh, giving my mother a wink.

      She chuckled.

      I might vomit.

      “Mother,” I said, turning to her. “There are some issues I want to discuss with you.”

      “Later, Carti. Later,” she said dismissively.

      “Later is fine, but we must speak.”

      “Yes, yes,” she said with a wave of her hand.

      I sighed heavily then eyed Cadoc and Catell, who were eating like unmannered gluttons, their lips and fingers coated with chicken fat. Catell sucked grease from each of his fingers in turn. I remembered their mother, the late Lady Adelaide, correcting their manners at the dinner table one time… until Gallmaul had shouted at her for it.

      “Cousins, what of you? My mother says I have a mind for numbers. What do you have a mind for? Can you read and write?” I asked them.

      They paused, looking at one another, uncertain.

      “I cannot,” Cadoc told me. “But I fight very well,” he said, flexing his arm muscles and waggling his eyebrows at me.

      “As do I,” Catell agreed. “And I am very good at archery. I shoot better than my brother.”

      “Do not.”

      “Do so,” Catell said. “I always hit my mark,” he said, his gaze flicking again to Ystradwel.

      Ystradwel looked away.

      “Commendable, Cousins,” I told them then turned back to Gallmaul. “When will Cadoc and Catell be returning to Tectoverdi lands to perform the duties of chieftain, Uncle?”

      Ignoring me, Gallmaul looked about the room. “Why is this hall so silent? Where are your musicians, Morfudd?”

      “Those who were here only came for the feasts. Conall,” my mother called, gesturing to the guard. “Fetch Pip. We will have song.”

      “Pip?”

      “Yes.”

      Conall looked puzzled. “My queen,” he said with a bow then departed, going to find Pip, the stablemaster’s apprentice. The boy was not part of our regular house staff, his work keeping him in the stables, but he could play the flute very well.

      “Uncle? The chieftain’s duties in your holdings?” I asked again, not letting Gallmaul dodge the question.

      “Ahh… I will keep my boys here with me, Cartimandua. Now, what about some oxtail? We had some at the funeral games. You there,” he said, calling to Elspeth, one of the kitchen maids. “Oxtail for the king consort.”

      The girl looked confused then curtseyed to him and rushed back into the kitchens.

      “If Cadoc and Catell remain, who will be chief in Din Guayrdi?” I asked, referring to the seat of the Tectoverdi.

      “I can manage things from here. My housecarl will see to the rest.”

      “Surely, Cadoc will wish to return,” I said, confused. In Gallmaul’s absence, Cadoc should take over as the new chieftain.

      “He will stay here for a time,” Gallmaul told me once more. “Where is that girl with the oxtail?”

      I frowned. “Well, if they are to stay, perhaps my cousins would like to assist with the ongoing construction of the walls,” I said. “I have recovered my father’s notes and construction plans. There is still much work to be done.”

      Gallmaul chuckled lightly. “No, they will be busy enough.”

      “With what?”

      A moment later, Elspeth retuned with the oxtail.

      “Ah, here we are,” Gallmaul said, slapping his hands together.

      “Don’t pepper your uncle more with questions, Cartimandua,” my mother said. “Let’s eat in peace.”

      At that, Gallmaul and his sons attacked their meal with renewed vigor. The brothers bickered about which nearby stream or river was best for fishing and made plans to take a party to go out hunting. Gallmaul and my mother fell into conversation about the quality of our cooks in Rigodonum.

      I stared at my plate, willing my world to be still.

      “Cartimandua,” Ystradwel whispered.

      “Hmm?”

      “Ulixes said you didn’t eat at all today.”

      “I…”

      “Please, Princess. Eat something.”

      I lifted a bite of apple and forced it into my mouth. The taste of it made me feel ill.

      A moment later, Conall returned with Pip. The boy held his flute in his hand, but there was a confused expression on his face.

      “My queen,” Conall said.

      “Ah, Pip,” my mother called sweetly. “Will you play something for us? The king consort would have music at dinner. And tell Lories,” she said, referring to the stablemaster, “to excuse you during the mealtime so you can come entertain us.”

      “After the horses are fed?” the boy asked in confusion.

      “Instead,” my mother replied.

      “Instead of feeding the horses?”

      “Yes.”

      The boy looked confused. “Oh. Well, if your majesty insists, I suppose I could—”

      “Play something,” Gallmaul called to the young man.

      At that, Pip took a seat in a corner and began playing.

      My head throbbed, waves of pain going from one side of my head to the other.

      I stayed as long as I could stand, but finally, I rose. “My apologies, Mother. My head aches. If you will excuse me…”

      “Oh, all right,” my mother said. “You should get your rest, my sweet.”

      I gave her a forced smile. “Thank you.”

      “Princess?” Ystradwel asked, also rising.

      “Please, stay. I’ll be all right,” I told her then hastily fled the room.

      “Princess. Everything all right?” Conall asked, falling in beside me.

      “Decidedly not,” I replied. “Is there any update from Votadini lands?”

      “No, Princess. Not yet.”

      “The messenger I sent to Chieftain Brennan?”

      “He departed right after you spoke.”

      “Has my mother or the king consort sent word to King Cuneda?”

      “Not that I know of.”

      I exhaled heavily. “I will see to it in the morning. In the meantime, wake me if there is any news. I hope to meet with Onnen and Môd tomorrow. I have asked them to come to the fort. Please let me know when they’ve arrived.”

      “Of course.”

      “Thank you, Conall.”

      “Princess.”

      I slipped into my bedchamber and shut the door behind me. Closing my eyes, I felt a terrible throbbing sensation in my temples. Blobs of bright white light bounced before my closed eyes. My head ached.

      Agitated, I went to my bed, kicked off my slippers—my feet reminding me they still hurt—then lay down.

      As I drifted off to sleep, I fantasized that my mother would come to check on me.

      But it had never been her.

      It had always been my father.

      And now, he was gone.
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      It was sometime late in the night when a voice called my name softly…and in warning.

      “Cartimandua, wake,” the quiet voice hissed.

      I opened my eyes in time to see a pair of cat-like yellow eyes in the corner of my bedchamber. I stilled. This was not my first encounter with one of them, those creatures who live in the hollow hills below Rigodonum.

      “Danger…” the voice hissed then retreated into the darkness.

      And then I felt it… that terrible sense that I was not alone.

      A moment later, a presence rushed toward me. I turned just in time to see a man lunge from the darkness. The silver of his dagger shimmered in the thin slants of moonlight that shone in through my open window casement.

      I bolted from my bed, narrowly missing the assassin’s blade.

      “Guards! Conall!” I screamed.

      The man jumped on the bed and rushed at me again.

      I lifted the small bedside table and swung with all my strength, knocking the man down.

      While he struggled to get up, I snatched a knife left behind with the tray of food Elspeth had brought for me. Thank the gods Ystradwel had not collected it. Hoisting the knife, I turned as the assassin rushed me once more.

      “Guards! Anyone!” I screamed.

      When the man rushed toward me again, I held the knife ready in one hand then grabbed the pot of flowers on the table and threw it at him, the pottery crashing onto the man’s head.

      With the assassin distracted, I rushed him.

      I plunged my blade into the man’s shoulder then pulled it out and plunged once more.

      “Gah!” he screamed.

      The man pulled away from me just as the door opened.

      On the other side, I saw Cadoc.

      “Cousin?” he asked, a worried sound in his voice.

      “Cadoc!”

      The assassin, sensing this was his last chance, rushed me once more.

      When he moved to strike, I dodged to the left. His dagger caught my forearm, the blade slicing through my thin nightdress. I gasped in pain.

      The assassin turned once more, but Cadoc rushed him, his sword drawn.

      “Don’t kill him,” I called. “We need to question him.”

      The cutthroat rushed toward my window, jumping up on the ledge. He looked down, searching for an escape.

      Cadoc raced toward the man, but a moment later, a dagger went flying past, striking the assassin in the back.

      Perched in the window casement, the assassin froze a moment, then fell out the window.

      I looked back, seeing Catell’s lithe frame in the open doorway.

      Confused, I rushed to the window and looked out.

      There, on the rocks below my window, in the glow of the moonlight, I spotted the assassin’s body.

      “Princess,” Conall said, rushing into my bedchamber, half a dozen guards behind him.

      “Carti,” Cadoc said, “you’re bleeding.”

      I turned to Conall. “An assassin,” I said then gestured to the window. “Dead.”

      Conall turned to his men. “Go fetch the body. Quickly,” he told them then hurried to me. “Sit, Princess. We must bind the wound. Where is Ystradwel?”

      “I’ll fetch her,” Catell said.

      “Princess, what happened?” Conall asked as he grabbed a pitcher of water and began cleaning my wound.

      “I woke and…” I would not speak of what had woken me. Those creatures of the hollow hills who had whispered to me since I was a girl revealed themselves to no others save Verbia and my father. Aside from the priestesses, only they knew of the secret things that resided deep below the castle, under the dungeons. I would not betray their trust by revealing them now. “I felt a presence in the room. I woke just in time to evade the killer’s blade. Cadoc heard me cry for help and entered the chamber.”

      “That is fortunate,” Conall said, looking over his shoulder at Cadoc.

      “Thank you, Cousin,” I told him.

      “I am only glad I was nearby. I heard you scream,” Cadoc said.

      “And how is it you came to be close by? Your chamber is not in this section of the fort and the hour is late,” Conall asked with a sharp tone.

      “Well,” Cadoc began, rubbing the back of his neck, but his answer was cut short by voices in the hallway.

      “What is it? What’s happening?” I heard Gallmaul shout. A moment later, Gallmaul and my mother, both dressed in robes, appeared.

      “Carti!” My mother rushed into the room. “By Brigantia, what is happening?”

      “An attempt on the princess’s life,” Conall told her.

      “An attempt… By the stars, who? Who did this?” Morfudd asked.

      “The killer is dead. My men have gone now to fetch the body. He fell from the window,” Conall said.

      “You, Carti? You killed him? Oh, your arm!”

      “Not I,” I said. “Catell’s dagger ended him, but it was Cadoc who saved me from the assassin’s blade.”

      “Ah, my boys. Well done,” Gallmaul said. “Well done.”

      Conall studied the wound. “You are lucky. It was just a scratch and won’t need stitching. Let me treat it,” he said, pulling a jar of ointment from his satchel. “Your first battle wound, Princess,” he told me with a wry smile.

      “No doubt, the first of many.”

      “Conall, where was your guard? Why was there no one outside the princess’s room?” Morfudd demanded.

      “I will go seek the answer to that question as soon as I am done here,” Conall replied. There was a tight expression on his face, revealing his frustration. As Conall wrapped my arm, he turned to Cadoc once more. “Did you see any guards in the hall?”

      “No.”

      “And why were you in the halls at this late hour? You and your brother?”

      Cadoc looked to Catell, the two exchanging a meaningful glance.

      Catell sighed heavily. “All right, if you must know, we were down in the city at the taverns.”

      “Boys,” Gallmaul scolded.

      “There are many fine-looking…pints to be had, Father. We’re just getting to know Rigodonum,” Catell said with a grin.

      I frowned. In a city as large as Rigodonum, there were sure to be some unsavory elements, but that was not something anyone from the royal family should partake in. The fact that Cadoc and Catell had been out drinking and fornicating was humiliating.

      “Well,” Gallmaul said. “The goddesses work in mysterious ways. That is behavior not to be abided, my sons, but on this night, it saved Cartimandua’s life.”

      “I’ll be sure to go thank the whores tomorrow,” I said tartly.

      “Carti,” my mother chided.

      “Leave me be, Mother. My arm hurts and someone just tried to kill me.”

      “Princess,” Ystradwel called, rushing into the room. She looked red-eyed and disheveled. “Cartimandua, are you all right?”

      “Alive,” I said, “which at the moment, seems to be only by luck.”

      “An assassin,” Morfudd told her, but then her gaze narrowed as she looked Ystradwel over. “Why did you not hear her cries? Where were you?”

      “I was…” she began then paused. “You must forgive me, my queen, my princess. I was preoccupied. I went to… I went to get some air.”

      “Preoccupied or not, it is your duty to attend Cartimandua. If you had been where you were supposed to be, you would have heard her cries sooner. As it is, we are lucky Cadoc was near. This is a terrible lapse in your duties, Ystradwel.”

      “Oh, my queen,” Ystradwel said, becoming tearful. “I am very sorry.”

      “You’re all set now,” Conall said. “My triaging has kept many alive in the field, so I think your prognosis is good,” he told me with a wink.

      “Until the next attack,” I said, then rose. “Because it is quite evident that someone wants the royal house of the Brigantes dead.”

      “Votadini,” Gallmaul hissed. “They are behind this.”

      “Uncle, you are a lark that sings the same song over and over again. You may be right, but we have no proof of it, and by insisting it is them, we fail to look elsewhere,” I told him then turned to Conall. “I will see the body of the dead man.”

      “Carti,” my mother protested.

      “There may be some form of identification on the man,” I told her.

      “Oh, my stars,” my mother said weepily. “I need to go lie down.”

      “Ystradwel, please wake Hilda to attend to my mother,” I said.

      She nodded then departed.

      “Let me walk you back to our chamber, Morfudd,” Gallmaul said. “Boys, go with Cartimandua. I’ll join you shortly.”

      I rose and waited while Conall packed up his things. Once he was done, we left the chamber and made our way down to the lower levels of the castle.

      “Princess…” Conall said, a wary tone in his voice.

      “I know.”

      “You showed yourself capable of leading the Brigantes even with Gallmaul in the way,” Conall whispered to me. “Someone is determined to remove the leader of this tribe. They will not stop now, Carti. You are in grave danger.”

      “Then we must discover the killer before I join my father in the Otherworld.”

      “May the goddesses help us and protect you, Cartimandua.”

      And may the little people of the hollow hills be blessed for keeping me safe.
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      By the time we reached the square, the man’s body had been moved from where he had landed under my window and lay on a cart, a cloth covering him.

      “It is an ugly sight, Princess,” Ulixes, who looked upset, told me when I went to the side of the cart.

      “It is an ugly business,” I said then gestured for the men to remove the tarp.

      Once he was uncovered, I stepped forward and eyed the man over. His arms and legs twisted weirdly from the long fall. He must have fallen face first, because his face was bloodied, his nose broken. I looked for tattoos on the man’s body, a sign of Votadini involvement, but there were none. I didn’t recognize the killer, and he wore no distinctive colors or patterns. In fact, he was dressed very poorly except for his boots, which looked new.

      “Search his pockets,” Conall directed the others.

      “His weapon?” I asked the men who’d gone to fetch him.

      “No sign of it, Princess,” the men told me. “He fell onto the rocks below your window. It may have fallen into the crannogs. We will be able to see better when the sun comes up.”

      “Lord Catell’s dagger,” one of the men said, handing Catell back his blade. “Still stuck where you left it.”

      “It was a good throw,” Catell told his father. “You should have seen.”

      Gallmaul nodded dismissively then looked over the man. “Who is he? Does anyone know him?”

      Conall shook his head then looked to the others.

      “I’ve never seen him,” Ulixes said.

      “A coin pouch,” one of the men said, handing Conall the man’s purse. “Nothing else on him.”

      Conall stuck the pouch into his vest pocket. “Very well,” he said, “We will take him into the city at sunup and see if anyone recognizes him.”

      “Will be hard to do with his face mashed like liver,” Catell said with a laugh.

      “It was a long fall,” Conall agreed.

      “Come, boys,” Gallmaul said. “I need a drink.”

      “And I,” Cadoc replied.

      “And I,” Catell agreed.

      “Tell me at once if there is any news,” Gallmaul told Conall.

      The guard nodded to him.

      The others then departed, leaving me and Conall alone. Conall pulled out the man’s coin pouch. He poured the contents onto the wagon.

      In his pouch were Brigantes coins. Most had been minted in Rigodonum, but there were some Lopocares, Corionototae, old Setantii, and Tectoverdi coins as well. In addition, I spotted a handful of Carvetti coins. No Votadini. No Parisii.

      “I hoped we might find an answer here,” Conall said. “The mix of coins makes sense with the other tribes having been here for the games. There is nothing suspect here, except that this is a lot of coin for a man like this to carry.”

      “Apparently, my neck is worth about as much as a new horse.”

      Conall huffed a laugh. “No Votadini or Parisii coins.”

      “If you were Votadini or Parisii, would you pay your assassin with your realm’s coin?”

      “No.”

      “His boots are new,” I said, gesturing.

      Conall nodded. “I will inspect them for a tradesman’s stamp.”

      “We need to find his weapon.”

      Conall nodded then looked in the direction toward which Gallmaul and his sons had gone. “Your father wanted to close the unsavory establishments in the city. I told him it would be no use. I guess we should be grateful that young men will always find ways to engage in debauchery.”

      “Indeed. Thanks to Cadoc’s and Catell’s late-night wanderings, I am still alive.”

      “Cartimandua…” Conall said, a warning tone in his voice.

      “I know. Trust no one.”

      “Trust no one.”

      “And on that happy tone, let me go get back to work.”

      “To work?”

      I nodded. “I’ll be in my father’s workroom if you need me.”

      “Princess,” Conall said then removed one of the daggers from his belt and handed it to me. “Take it. Just in case.” He handed me a long, slim dagger with a horse’s head on the hilt.

      “Conall, this is yours. I cannot—”

      “Your father gave this to me, Princess. Please, I will feel better if you have it. And I will talk to my men, try to find out what happened to your guard tonight. You will never be without a guard again.”

      “Thank you, Conall.”

      Conall whistled to two of his regular men, gesturing for them to follow me.

      Slipping the knife onto the belt of my night dress, I turned and went back inside. As I did so, I felt eyes on me.

      I looked up, seeing Verbia in the window of her chamber.

      Suddenly, I was seized with renewed fury.

      Someone was trying to end my family.

      When I found them, they would be very, very sorry.
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      For the rest of the night, I stayed in my father’s workroom, my mind twisting over thoughts of what had happened. How had the assassin gotten into the room? When? Had he not known the window was too long a fall? And why had the little people of the hollow hills, who almost never showed themselves, warned me?

      “Morning meal, Princess,” Ulixes called, pushing open the door.

      I jumped at the sound.

      Elspeth entered, setting a tray on the only clean corner of the table.

      “Be sure you eat,” Ulixes told me. “You must keep up your strength, Princess.”

      “Thank you,” I told him. “Can you please let me know when my mother wakes? I must speak to her. And I would like this message delivered,” I said, handing him a parchment. “It must be taken north to King Cuneda.”

      “Princess,” Ulixes said, bowing to me. “Anything else?”

      I shook my head but turned to Elspeth. “I would speak to Elspeth for just a moment.”

      Ulixes nodded to me then departed.

      “Princess?” Elspeth asked, a confused look on her face. The young woman was about my age. She had long, dark brown hair that she wore in a braid, a smattering of freckles on her nose and cheeks. She had joined our household four years earlier, joining her grandmother in the kitchens.

      “Elspeth, when the chieftains were here, you attended them during morning meal.”

      “I did.”

      “So, you were privy to their conversation?”

      She hesitated.

      “It’s all right,” I reassured her.

      “I don’t mean to listen, Princess, it’s just…”

      “You have ears. It cannot be helped. What did you hear?”

      She glanced toward the closed door then said, “Only that they are very displeased about your mother’s marriage. They made comments, most of them unkind, about the king consort. They will not follow Lord Gallmaul’s orders, and…”

      “And?”

      “And they doubt your mother’s skills, although they all expressed love or fondness for her. But you, Princess, impressed them. Many said you were cut of the same cloth as your father and grandfather. And they whispered that they would do all they could to see that you held the reins here.”

      I nodded. “Did any speak against me?”

      Elspeth paused. “There was some whispering regarding Chieftain Cam, who was not present at the time, but I was not close enough to hear what was said.”

      “Very well. Thank you, Elspeth.”

      She curtsied to me then paused at the door. “Princess, if you don’t mind me saying more…but not about the chieftains.”

      “Please.”

      “Lord Gallmaul is very agitated about you taking care of things. He and his sons have spoken of it. He called you presumptuous and meddling. And despite your protests, he promised your hand to Lord Cadoc. He told Cadoc he’d convince you to wed one way or another.”

      My spine stiffened. “May a bogle eat his heart out for such words. And my mother? What did she have to say on the matter?”

      “She wasn’t there when Lord Gallmaul made Cadoc that promise.”

      “Anything else?”

      “No, Princess, but I thought you should know.”

      I paused. “Elspeth, Lady Ystradwel has seemed distracted of late. Have you seen anything to suggest why?”

      “Her father looked very poorly when he was here.”

      “He did. I am sure that’s the cause. But…has the lady had any visitors? Have you noticed anything unusual?”

      Elspeth paused. “I have seen her speaking with Lord Catell. I found them together in a back hallway. They were whispering. But… It seemed like he was hounding her for attention, if you understand my meaning.”

      I frowned. “I do. Thank you for your loyalty, Elspeth. It will not be forgotten.”

      “I am only returning the favor, Princess. Do you remember the year you bought me a new cape when you saw mine was worn thin? Two winters back?”

      “I…I’m not sure.”

      “That’s because being kind and doing the right thing comes easy to you, Princess. That was not forgotten,” she said. “Do you need anything else? Can I help you with the cleaning, perhaps? It’s quite a mess,” she said, looking about the room.

      “You’re right. When I find the bottom of these stacks, yes. But first, I have to find it.”

      “Very well. Don’t hesitate to ask if you need something,” she said, then bobbed a curtsey and left.

      Grabbing an apple, I began working again, but my mind was distracted.

      Something was not right with Ystradwel.

      Nor with my mother.

      Nor with anything.

      My mind drifted northward to the Carvetti lands…and to Venutiux.

      In his last words to me, he had promised to make things right.

      I only hoped he could.

      But even as I hoped, a sense of dread clung to me. Considering someone had already tried to kill me today, perhaps it was natural. I stuck my hand in my pocket, pulling out the blackthorn barb.

      The image of the Cailleach and her warning came to mind once more. Worse things were coming for the Brigantes. What could be worse than this?

      Rome…

      Slipping the barb back in my pocket, I winced when it poked me. Pulling my hand back out, I sucked the blood from my finger.

      At once, my thoughts went to Cormag. He and his mother had seemed so…earnest. Could it have been a ruse? The idea sickened me. Worse, that idea that Gallmaul could be right made me feel downright miserable. But Cormag… The image of the dark-haired prince floated through my mind, his soft smile dancing on his lips, that heady scent perfuming his hair. He didn’t feel like an enemy.

      When the priestesses came, I would discuss the matter with them.

      And more.

      So much more.
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      Later that morning, I was going over some old records on the early construction of the fort written in Bellnorix’s hand when there was a knock on the door.

      “Cartimandua?” my mother called, entering.

      “Mother…”

      “Why… Is this where you’ve been hiding?”

      “Not hiding, working.”

      “You should be resting, Cartimandua.”

      I shrugged in reply.

      “I am told you sent a rider to King Cuneda.”

      “I have.”

      “Saying what?”

      “In short, apologies for the misunderstanding and hopes for continued alliance in the future.”

      “Cartimandua, you have no place sending correspondence to kings.”

      “No? And whose place is it? Gallmaul’s? It isn’t his either, but I don’t see you in here doing the work,” I said waspishly.

      “Well, I…”

      “You should have sent word at once, Mother. It was important. I have taken the first step to amend the relationship before we lose an important ally.”

      “Cartimandua,” my mother began, her tone tense, but she was interrupted by a knock on the door.

      “Princess Cartimandua, Queen Morfudd, the priestesses Onnen and Môd,” Ulixes said, stepping aside so the priestesses could enter.

      My mother looked confused. “Honored Mothers, why have you come?”

      “We were asked to come, Queen Morfudd,” Onnen replied.

      “Oh,” my mother replied in confusion. “The king consort didn’t tell me.”

      “By the princess,” Môd clarified. “And, apparently, our timing is opportune, considering we have arrived to find an assassin stretched out in the marketplace. Cartimandua, there was an attempt on your life?”

      “There was, Honored Mother.”

      “Grave times,” Môd told Onnen, who nodded.

      “Ulixes, some refreshment for our guests,” I said.

      The housecarl bowed to me and then departed.

      Morfudd turned to me. “Cartimandua, why did you summon the priestesses?”

      “Please, Honored Mothers, won’t you sit? Thank you for answering my call. We are in need of guidance.”

      “Indeed,” Môd said darkly.

      “How many times have we met here with Volixus?” Onnen said with a heavy sigh. “He was a man of vision. I hope to see his work expanding the fort completed.”

      “I sent a page to recall the workers. They will continue their labors on the walls, and the outstanding payment for their labors has been rectified,” I told her then looked at my mother. “Their wages had gone unpaid. They were not sure if they should continue to work,” I told her.

      “Oh…” Morfudd said, confused.

      “In fact, I had hoped to petition you for aid in keeping track of these kinds of matters,” I told the priestesses. “My father did not keep a secretary, but it would be good to have someone I could trust assisting me. Someone who can read and write. Perhaps you know of such a person?”

      “For you?” my mother asked. “A secretary for you?”

      “Yes,” I replied curtly.

      Onnen and Môd looked at one another. In that glance, they seemed to speak a thousand words.

      “There is a novice amongst my priestesses who will do well for this job, Princess,” Môd told me. “I will send her to you.”

      “Thank you.”

      Elspeth appeared once more with a tray on which she’d brought simple honey cakes and ale for the priestesses.

      “Thank you, child,” Onnen told her, gently touching her hand when the girl poured her an ale.

      Môd nodded to the girl, who departed once the ladies had been served.

      “Honored Mothers, there are a number of issues on which I hoped you could offer guidance,” I told the priestesses then glanced at my mother who had a worried expression on her face. “In my mother’s marriage to Gallmaul, King Cuneda was much offended. The king had hoped to wed my mother and offered his son, Prince Venutiux, as a marriage match to me. When the king learned of the marriage to Gallmaul, he was unsettled. Then, Gallmaul told the king—mistakenly—that I would wed Cadoc. That is when the Carvetti departed. To help to amend the situation, I have sent a rider to Cuneda bearing a message of conciliation, and clarification that I am not promised to Cadoc. I also mentioned my hope for continued friendship in the future. Have I done right?”

      “That is well done,” Onnen told me.

      Môd nodded in agreement. “Yes. You have done well, Cartimandua,” she said, then turned to Morfudd. “Your consort advises you wrongly in this marriage match for Cartimandua. You will gain nothing in wedding her to Cadoc, and I do not think your daughter wishes the match.”

      “I do not,” I said firmly.

      “Well, I had just thought that—” Morfudd began.

      “Your heart is in the right place, Mother. But there are more strategic options. We are at risk now. When the chieftains were here, there was tension. Mother, you must forgive me for saying so, but your union with Gallmaul has given the others pause. My father’s death destabilized everything, and this marriage to Gallmaul has angered many of the chieftains.”

      “As I warned,” Onnen said to my mother.

      “Regarding the chieftains, I have thought of a potential solution regarding the Setantii,” I said.

      “The Setantii,” my mother said, confused. “Why are you worried about them, my dear?”

      “Mother, Chieftain Cam is old and ill. Soon, he will leave us. He has no son, and many Setantii chieftains still harbor a grudge toward us. The Setantii have allies to the south, the Cornovii. We must act to ensure someone loyal takes Cam’s position, or in his passing, we may lose the western coast.”

      “Who do you suggest?” Môd asked.

      “Ystradwel,” I replied.

      Morfudd laughed, but the priestesses merely waited for me to continue.

      “We should send her to her father, let her be with him in his final days, and support her claim when her father passes. Some chieftains may try to take power from her, but she is the rightful heir. With the full support of the Brigantes crown behind her, she would find herself in a position where she is indebted to us, despite past disagreements.”

      “Does she have the temperament to lead?” Onnen asked.

      “Yes,” I replied.

      “But there is resentment in her heart,” Môd warned.

      “Show me one Setantii who does not carry resentment. But she is her father’s daughter. She is the rightful heir to her tribe. When others come to take what her father built—which they will—we will be there to support her.”

      Onnen sat back as she considered. “It is well thought.”

      Môd nodded.

      “Do either of you know Chieftain Rhys of the Setantii?” I asked.

      “By reputation,” Onnen said. “He is close with Chieftain Cam.”

      “He was the young man who wore Ystradwel’s favor,” Morfudd said.

      I nodded to her. “My father was to meet him, but I don’t know why,” I said, then looked at Môd.

      “I don’t know either, Cartimandua,” Môd replied. “If the girl weds a Setantii chieftain and allies herself with her own people, that has the potential to create friction. Others have made similar moves, wedding to consolidate power,” she said, then gave my mother a knowing look.

      “Priestess…” Morfudd said, offended.

      “You are surprised by my words, Morfudd? Do you think Gallmaul loves you?” Môd asked, but there was something more in her tone and question.

      “Of course he does,” Morfudd protested.

      “Then it is a miraculous thing that a man can fall in love with his brother’s wife in such a short span of time. Unless, of course, there was already some love between you,” Môd said, giving my mother a scolding look.

      I stared at my mother, who had gone pale and would not meet my gaze.

      “I…I must speak to Gallmaul about Ystradwel,” my mother finally said.

      “What is the daughter of Chieftain Cam to him?” I retorted with irritation. “He is no one to have a say in her future.”

      “Once the killer is discovered, she may return to her father,” Môd said. “But not until then. There is a shadow around Ystradwel. I cannot see the matter, but there is something there. The Cailleach whispers of it, but her message is unclear.”

      I stared at my mother, who still had not met my gaze.

      Was her silence an admission?

      Had she harbored feelings for Gallmaul?

      I took a sharp breath, feeling a pain like daggers in my chest, then refocused. “Honored Mothers, I also wanted to speak to you of the Votadini. What do you know of these contested lands in Silver Vale? I have been told they hold the mounds of the ancient Votadini royals.”

      “They do,” Môd replied. “And once, the Vale also housed a grove for the holy women of the Cailleach, but given the troubles between the tribes, it was abandoned.”

      I turned to my mother. “Did you know this?”

      She shook her head.

      “My father? Did he know this?” I asked Môd.

      “It was Cattigernos, father of Volixus and Gallmaul, with Bellnorix’s help, who drove the Votadini from their sacred lands,” Môd told me.

      “But did my father know about the mounds, the holy spaces?” I asked.

      “He knew the lands were rich in silver and amethyst,” Onnen said.

      “And the rest?”

      Môd gestured to suggest she didn’t know.

      “And the minerals in those lands, the silver and gems, are we mining them?” I asked my mother.

      “Oh, well, I…” she said, then shook her head. She had no idea.

      I rose and went to the door. On the other side, Conall, two guards, a page, and Ulixes stood at the ready.

      “Ulixes,” I said, gesturing for him to come inside.

      “Princess,” he said, then entered.

      “Ulixes,” I said to the housecarl. “Perhaps you can help me. Silver Vale… Do we have any active mining taking place there?”

      “Yes, Princess. Lord Gallmaul oversees it,” he said, then went to the wall and pulled out a rolled parchment and handed it to me. “You will find some details here. We make a very good profit from the venture. We receive a supply of silver and gems twice a year.”

      “Thank you, Ulixes. That will be all.”

      The housecarl inclined his head then departed.

      I unrolled the parchment and read the tallies thereon. For the last decade, we had become rich from mining the Votadini’s sacred land.

      “Cartimandua?” Môd asked.

      I nodded slowly.

      Môd and Onnen both frowned.

      My mother looked confused.

      A moment later, the door burst open, and Gallmaul appeared.

      “Morfudd,” he said, looking puzzled. “I have been searching for you everywhere,” he said, then took in the room, looking from the priestesses to me. “What are all of you doing here?” Gallmaul asked.

      “Working. What is it, Uncle?”

      “Well,” Gallmaul said, puffing out his chest. “Thank the goddesses you are all here. The Votadini have moved on Silver Vale.”

      My mother rose. “What?”

      “No need to worry, my bride,” Gallmaul said. “I have already sent a fast rider to my fort at Din Guayrdi, summoning my warband. We will ride on the Votadini at once.”

      “You will do what?” I asked.

      “We will not stand for this incursion! I will rally the warband here at Rigodonum, and we will meet with my men and ride out,” Gallmaul told me.

      “Gallmaul, you step ahead of your place. That is for the queen to decide,” Môd said.

      Gallmaul turned to my mother. “Morfudd?”

      “I…” Morfudd began.

      “Mother,” I protested, “I am expecting word from Chieftain Brennan at any moment regarding movements by the Parisii. That is the real threat. Knowing what we know now about Silver Vale, we must send an emissary to Queen Mael Muire.”

      “And you are certain they have invaded?” my mother asked Gallmaul.

      “Yes,” he told her. “I’ve had a messenger. The valley and on the nearby forest village of Whitam have been taken.”

      “Whitam?” I asked.

      Gallmaul turned to Morfudd. “This is a test on your leadership, Morfudd. No doubt, the Votadini are behind this attack on the princess as well. Do not hesitate to show them your strength.”

      Morfudd looked at Onnen.

      “It is for you to chart the course, Morfudd,” the priestess told her.

      “Mother,” I said. “As we have discussed, there is more at play than a square of land. Silver Vale—"

      “Princess, with all due respect, your village is under attack,” Gallmaul said.

      Morfudd turned back to Gallmaul. “Summon your men,” she told him, then turned to me. “We cannot seem weak, Cartimandua. Already, they attack us in our sleep!” she told me, then turned back to Gallmaul. “Ready your warriors, my love.”

      My love…

      Gallmaul smiled at her. Giving her a quick kiss, he departed.

      In the hallway, I could hear Gallmaul calling for the warband to be rallied.

      “And just like that, the Brigantes are at war,” Môd said darkly.

      “But with the right enemy?” Onnen replied.

      I stared at my mother. The chieftains had been right. I should have taken control of the warband. I loved my mother and didn’t wish to usurp her power, but due to her naiveté, we were surely doomed to lose it all.

      And yet, if the Votadini had attacked Whitam…

      Something about that didn’t feel right.

      Nothing felt right.

      Cailleach, Brigantia, be with me, help me, before the mighty Brigantes fall.
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      War horns sounded across Rigodonum, and before midday, Gallmaul rode out—his sons along with him.

      I went to the upper turrets of the fort to watch.

      The wind whipped around me as I stood watching the men ride away from the city. A moment later, I felt a stroke against my leg.

      I looked down to find Nettle there.

      Verbia joined me at the wall, watching as the men rode off.

      “I can’t decide if I want to throw myself or Gallmaul from these walls.”

      Verbia huffed a laugh.

      I held out my arm. “Someone tried to kill me,” I told her, showing her my bandaged arm. “Did you hear? And Gallmaul has convinced my mother to ride to war against the Votadini,” I said, then shook my head. “I cannot go against her word, but for the life of me, I do not understand her. The Votadini… Gallmaul told my mother they attacked a village. But why would they do that? Maybe I am the one who is blind. If it turns out Gallmaul is smarter than me, please just push me off.”

      Verbia turned me and gave me a knowing look.

      Overhead, a murder of crows passed.

      “By the Cailleach, something is wrong here. Why would the Votadini want to murder my father and me? Why us but not my mother?”

      I stared out at the city. In the expanded boundary of Rigodonum, I saw my father’s vision. He wanted the Brigantes capital to become the market hub of the entire north.

      Verbia tugged on my sleeve and then pointed toward my head.

      She held my gaze a moment, making sure I understood, then turned and dawdled away, Nettle following her.

      It was not necessarily the crown someone was after. It was the head—the mind—behind it. First, my father, now me. That meant whoever wanted me dead knew I was working to take control of the tribe on my mother’s behalf. And someone didn’t want that to happen.

      Or, they simply hadn’t gotten to my mother yet…

      I thought back on my encounters with the Votadini. Mael Muire had been very earnest and attentive. And Cormag… The thought of him made my stomach twist in a way it should not. If I set it all aside—the long blood feud with the Votadini, the whispers between myself and Venutiux, my father’s death—and thought about the crow prince. He had been…

      Perfect.

      I closed my eyes.

      Everything seemed wrong.

      My chest ached.

      Brigantia, Cailleach… Guide me. A torrent of lies, betrayals, and mistruths surrounds me. Show me who to trust, and help me discover who wants me dead before it is too late.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The next few days passed with all of us feeling on edge. While Onnen returned to the priestesses, Môd remained in Rigodonum.

      I occupied myself by keeping to my father’s workroom, seeing to the tribe’s affairs, and trying to do something about the massive avalanche of a mess that defined my father’s organizational skills.

      And I waited.

      Waited for news from Votadini lands.

      Waited for word from Chieftain Brennan.

      Waited for a reply from King Cuneda.

      Waited for some sign of my father’s killer.

      Late in the night, after I had already retired to my bedchamber, I heard a commotion at the gate. Soon, I heard voices and a flurry of activity.

      Setting aside the parchments I’d been reading, I pulled on my robe and slippers and stepped into the hallway.

      “What is the matter?” I asked the guards stationed there.

      “Gallmaul has returned, Princess. He is meeting with your mother in the great hall.”

      I nodded then hurried down the hallway, descending the steps and rushing to the hall, the guards following behind me.

      When I arrived, I found my mother, her hair hanging loose, dressed in a robe. Along with her were Gallmaul, Cadoc, Catell, and several Tectoverdi men who were part of Gallmaul’s household. Also in the room were Conall, Ulixes, and the household guard.

      I scanned the space for Ystradwel but didn’t find her there.

      On the floor before my mother were two bound men. Kicking them, Cadoc forced them onto their knees. From the markings on their skin, I could clearly see they were Votadini.

      Beside them was another man, a commoner I did not recognize. He was raggedly dressed but unbound.

      “Cartimandua…” my mother said, reaching for me, fear in her eyes.

      I hurried to her. “What is happening here?” I asked.

      “Proof,” Gallmaul pronounced. “You have demanded proof, Cartimandua. Now you may have it,” he said proudly, then turned to the commoner. “Tell the queen and princess what you told me,” Gallmaul told the man.

      “You’ll forgive me, Queen Morffa, Princess Cartimandi. I’m but a simple merchant. I don’t rightly have the politeness to speak to you.”

      “Speak all the same,” my mother told him. “Be brief.”

      “Briefly, then, I was in Beggar’s Port,” he began, referring to a port village in Votadini lands, “when I heard these two going on about how they were heroes. They told everyone in the tavern to buy them a drink because they were the ones who brought an end to King Volixus.”

      “You hear?” Gallmaul told me.

      “You?” I said, looking at the two Votadini men. “Speak. Is this true?”

      “No, Princess,” one of the men replied firmly.

      “No, Princess,” the other echoed.

      “Of course they will deny it,” Gallmaul said.

      “I heard them myself, Princess,” the commoner told me. “They were bold as bulls. They said the Crow Queen sent them. They spoke of how their people would finally get the Vale back.”

      “How did you come by these men?” I asked Gallmaul, gesturing to the Votadini.

      “Oh, well,” Gallmaul said, then paused. “Cadoc retrieved them.”

      “From Beggar’s Port?” I asked.

      Cadoc nodded. “I will not let your attackers escape, Cartimandua.”

      Confused, I shook my head. “How did Cadoc get to Beggar’s Port? And how did this man get word to you?” I asked Gallmaul, gesturing to the commoner.

      “I heard the king consort was nearby, so I sent a boy with the news, then I kept my eye on these two,” the commoner told me.

      “That is a lie,” one of the Votadini said, but Cadoc struck him, silencing the man.

      I turned to the commoner. “In their bragging, what did they say about my father? How was it done? How was he killed.”

      “Waterskin. They mentioned the king’s waterskin.”

      Thus far, the whole tale had seemed off. But at that, I paused. My father’s waterskin was missing. We had searched for it, the priestesses hoping to inspect it for any sign of contaminant, but it was not found.

      I looked at my mother.

      A wash of murderous rage waved over her features.

      “These are lies, all lies!” the more talkative of the two Votadini men shouted.

      At that, Cadoc hit the man on the head so hard that he fell unconscious.

      “Take them to the dungeons below,” my mother told the guards.

      Cadoc, Catell, and Gallmaul’s men dragged the culprits away.

      “Why brag in a tavern? It makes no sense,” I said with a frown.

      “No more sense than murdering a king,” my mother replied, an angry expression on her face. She turned to Gallmaul. “What news of the conflict?”

      “We have pushed the Votadini from the Vale,” Gallmaul replied proudly. “With your permission, Morfudd, I will summon all the Brigantes bannermen and lead an assault on Din Eidyn,” he said, referring to the Votadini capital. “Those bastard crows will pay for what they have done to my brother.”

      My mother nodded. “Do what you must.”

      “Mother,” I protested. “Something is not right here. We must send an emissary to Mael Muire. Please. Delay just a moment to consider.”

      “By the dunnies, we will not,” Gallmaul told me. “You are under attack, Cartimandua. You must strike now.”

      “You are too eager to war with the Votadini, Uncle,” I told him.

      “Didn’t you hear these men? I will avenge my brother!”

      “Or be manipulated by someone who wants you to think that’s what you’re doing. Something else is happening here. I cannot see what.”

      “Cartimandua, the answer is plain,” my mother protested. “You heard what those men said.”

      “Who is this commoner? We know nothing of him. What if he has been sent by the Parisii to push us into a war with the Votadini so King Ruith and his ilk can take our harbor while our forces are distracted? Something is wrong here, Mother.”

      “You are too stubborn, Niece,” Gallmaul told me. “You are hard-headed like your father. The goddesses have delivered your father’s killers. You should be ready to make sacrifices and give thanks,” he told me, then turned to Morfudd. “Come, Morfudd. Let’s have a mead before I depart again,” Gallmaul told Mother. “Cartimandua’s words have upset you. Your nerves are rattled.”

      “Yes,” she said. “It’s all too much.”

      With that, Gallmaul took my mother’s arm.

      “Mother,” I protested.

      “Let your mother have some peace,” Gallmaul hissed at me, then the pair departed.

      A moment later, I found myself standing alone in the great hall.

      I stared at the spot where the two men had knelt.

      What if I was wrong?

      If the Votadini were guilty, if the commoner had told the truth of what he had heard, of course they would lie.

      Vile men often bragged of their ill deeds.

      I closed my eyes.

      Why was I resisting?

      Because I wanted the Votadini to be innocent?

      An image of Cormag came to my mind.

      With poison, the killer remained anonymous. It was an effective way to dispatch an enemy without revealing your hand.

      Cormag would have me think such an act below the honorable Votadini.

      He had paid me extra attention, softening me toward himself and his people.

      I had been ready to convince my mother to work out a deal with Mael Muire. Would the queen have gotten an agreement from my father if he had known the whole truth about the valley? Had Queen Mael Muire sent her handsome son to manipulate me? Had Cormag played me for a fool?

      I chided my mother for what I saw as naiveté.

      Was I any better?

      Reaching into my pocket, I pulled out the blackthorn barb. I squeezed it hard, feeling the tip of it prick my palm.

      The Cailleach…

      If Cormag had truly been a threat, wouldn’t she have warned me? She did not hesitate to speak of unseen dangers around me. If Cormag was such a danger, would not the dark mother of the Brigantes have told me? In fact, she had told me to trust her children…

      My mother was the queen of the Brigantes, but I was still a daughter of Cailleach and Brigantia. I was the princess of this tribe. I needed to learn the truth. Now.

      Because no matter how much Gallmaul insisted, something inside me told me those two Votadini men had not killed my father.

      And if they had not, who did?
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      Leaving the great hall, my guards following, I made my way outside the fort. But rather than following the road, I turned off on the narrow footpath that wound around the king’s house.

      “Princess, where are you going?” Duncal, one of the guards, asked as he joined me. Torches in hand, two other guards followed behind us.

      “Have the men had any luck retrieving the knife the assassin hoped to use on me?” I asked.

      “No, Princess. They scoured the rocks, but there was no sign of it.”

      Winding around the outcropping, I finally came to the section of rocky crannog below my bedchamber. The small brazier in my room burned, casting an orange glow. I eyed the side of the fort. There were footholds here and there. One could climb within twenty feet or so of the edifice.

      “Could a skilled climber reach my chamber from the outside?” I asked.

      Duncal joined me. “It would be difficult. If a rope had been dropped from the window, yes.”

      My eyes drifted up the side of the fort.

      Above my chamber and to the left was another open edifice.

      “That is a guest chamber, is it not?” I asked, pointing.

      “Yes, Princess. But I would wager the culprit found another way into the fort.”

      “Snuck in…or was let in.”

      Duncal nodded.

      “The assassin tried to flee from the window,” I said, my brow furrowing.

      “He must not have known the drop was so high.”

      I felt a pinch in my chest once more.

      “We have increased the rounds on the path around the fort,” Duncal told me. “Just in case.”

      I nodded. “Thank you. Let’s go back now.”

      With that, we turned and made our way back inside. As we went, I eyed the rocks below my window. There were large gaps in the boulders. It would be easy for the dagger to slip between the stones and disappear.

      Or someone fetched the dagger before it could be found.

      Either way, my would-be assassin was dead.

      “Did anyone in the village recognize the man?” I asked.

      “No, Princess.”

      “I see. And Chieftain Brennan. Any word?”

      “No, Princess.”

      I suppressed a frown.

      Rolling back my shoulders, I walked back to the fort, willing my heart to be still with every step. Because as I went, anger rolled inside me. Something was happening just beyond my sight. But for the first time, I felt like I could see the edges of it.

      Soon, very soon, I would force it all into focus.
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        * * *

      

      Rather than going to my bedchamber, I returned to my father’s workroom.

      I stared at the ledger book, trying to see through the brief notes.

      My father had left the answer.

      I just couldn’t see it.

      I must have dozed off because a knock on the door startled me. I woke with a jump.

      The door opened to reveal my guards and Grahm, the young groom who tended my father’s horse.

      “Oh, Princess,” he said, bowing deeply. “I’m very sorry. Did I… Did I wake you?”

      It took me a moment to orient myself. I rose. “Grahm, what can I do for you?”

      “King Volixus ordered a new halter for Branagán,” he said, referring to my father’s horse. “But no one has seen it. I thought maybe it was here.”

      “It may be in this mess. I did see some tack there,” I said, pointing to the crates. “Let me look.”

      Shifting the crates and papers aside, including a round of bread gone stiff with age, a hunk of bark, a jar filled with dirt, an old, worn pair of my father’s boots, and what looked like a brand-new pair of gloves, I finally found a wrapped packet with the halter.

      “This?” I asked.

      “Ah, yes. That would be it. Thank you, Princess.”

      Smiling, I handed it to him.

      On second thought, I turned back and grabbed the gloves. As I thought, they were brand-new. “Looks like he didn’t have a chance to use them,” I told the boy, handing him the gloves. “Take them and use them in good health.”

      “Oh, Princess Cartimandua. Are you sure?”

      I nodded.

      “Thank you, Princess,” he said. Sticking the gloves into his back pocket, he eyed the halter. “I think Branagán misses your father. He watches for him each time the stable door opens. We exercise him, but it is not the same. It breaks my heart.”

      “And mine to hear it. I’ll be sure to pay him a special visit.”

      “Your father would be happy to see you ride him.”

      “Yes. You’re right. I’ll take him out soon.”

      “Princess,” the boy said, bowing again before departing.

      Like all of us, even his horse suffered from losing my father.

      It was not long after Grahm left that Ulixes appeared.

      “Princess,” he said, looking over the chamber. “Did you sleep here last night?”

      “Fell asleep, I’m afraid. How are our guests?”

      “Not eating. Not speaking.”

      I frowned. “When Môd wakes, I would like to go together with her to speak to them.”

      “Very good. I will see to it. For now, you have a messenger.”

      “Chieftain Brennan?”

      Ulixes shook his head. “From the Carvetti. It is Lord Eddin—no, Vellocatux now, isn’t it?”

      “Eddin?” I asked, surprised, suddenly wishing I had not spent the night in a chair. I tried to smooth the wrinkles in my gown, and pushed back my hair. As I did so, I realized I also needed a bath. My hand itched oddly. Wiping my hand on my skirts, I waited. “Please, send him in. And a spot of breakfast and ale for my old friend.”

      Ulixes bowed, then departed.

      A few moments later, Eddin appeared at the door.

      “Eddin,” I said with a smile.

      “Cartimandua,” he said warmly, his gaze going around the room. “So, I find you in your father’s workroom.”

      “There is more work to be done in Rigodonum than hands to attend it. I am doing my part. Come, there is a clear spot here,” I said, then gestured for Eddin to be seated at the tidy end of the table.

      Moving aside a crate, I placed it on the floor and joined him.

      “I am surprised to see you here,” I told Eddin. “But certainly not unhappy,” I said, taking him in. While I was a mess, Eddin was finely dressed, his long, curly hair pulled back with a leather strap.

      “King Cuneda wanted to respond to your letter,” Eddin told me, an uncomfortable tone in his voice. “And, of course, he wanted me to look around and see if the rumors were true that the Brigantes were preparing to make war on the Votadini.”

      “Messenger and spy, you are a man of many talents.”

      Eddin laughed. “I am sure King Cuneda will find fault in all of them.”

      “He does seem determined.”

      “I saw the body of a man on the lower level of the fort. And then there is that,” he said, gesturing to the bandage on my arm.

      “The man you saw was an assassin. An attempt was made on my life.”

      “Carti,” Eddin said, aghast.

      “I’m all right. It was just a scrape, but I was lucky.”

      “Was it the Votadini?”

      “We don’t know the identity of the man who attacked me, but Gallmaul has apprehended two men who were overheard speaking of my father’s murder.”

      “Votadini?”

      I nodded.

      “Not uncharacteristic of the Crow People, I’m afraid. The Venicones had some issues with a Votadini chieftain last summer. I am very sorry to hear this news. And to think, how freely the Votadini mixed amongst us at your father’s funeral, that bastard of theirs taking the prize—and your favor.”

      “And now we are at war. And in the meantime, there are whispers the Parisii are making moves.”

      “Then you will be doubly unhappy to hear my message,” Eddin said with a frown.

      “Doubly? Speak it anyway.”

      “The Carvetti have made a formal alliance with the Parisii.”

      “Formal alliance?”

      Eddin shifted in his seat and then said, “Princess Alys.”

      I huffed a laugh. “Cuneda could not win a queen, so he settled for a princess?” I jested, but the news that one of my strongest allies was now allied with a fair-weather tribe who may or may not have been planning an attack on one of my cities was anything but funny.

      Eddin stilled. “The match was not for the king, Cartimandua.”

      “But Vortigiux is promised to the Venicones girl,” I said, confused.

      Eddin held my gaze and nodded.

      A sick feeling swelled in my stomach. All at once, I began to feel sweaty. I pressed my fingertips against my skirt, rubbing them against the fabric. The ends of my fingers tingled, the skin feeling numb. My chest felt tight. “But…” I whispered.

      “The king made the arrangement,” Eddin told me in a low voice. “There was a terrible argument between Cuneda and Venutiux. I didn’t hear the details of the conversation save one snippet… Venutiux left their meeting chamber in a huff. Behind him, King Cuneda yelled, ‘That will teach the Brigantes to think so highly of themselves.’ Venutiux is not one to share his thoughts, especially not with me. I do not know what was said, but the king purposefully arranged this match to wound the Brigantes for the perceived slight by your mother and Gallmaul.”

      “Venutiux accepted it? He didn’t tell his father no?”

      “It is arranged. He is unhappy, but it is done.”

      I swallowed hard, then rubbed my hand on my skirt even harder. It took me a moment to catch my breath, then I said, “And Cuneda sent you with the message to further twist the knife.”

      Eddin exhaled heavily. “It is his way. But I am glad it is me and not another. I would not have you hear from a stranger. Cartimandua, you look pale…”

      There was a knock on the door. A moment later, Ulixes stepped inside. “Princess, the priestess Môd is awake and ready to accompany you below.”

      “I am so sorry,” I told Eddin. “I must…” I gestured to the door.

      “I’ll have a lad take you to a chamber, Young Eddin,” Ulixes told him. “We’ll have a meal brought to you there, and you can take your rest. Your father always liked the western chamber. It has the best view of the old pastures.”

      “Thank you, Ulixes. I am glad to be amongst friends, even if it is for a short while,” Eddin said, then turned to me. “Cartimandua, are you sure you’re all right?”

      I felt sick, my back was wet with sweat, and my chest felt like it was being drawn up in a vice, but I simply smiled and nodded. “I’m fine. I’m sorry to leave you so soon. I’ll return as soon as possible,” I told him, turning to Ulixes. “Where is the priestess?”

      “She went to the dungeons.”

      I smiled at Eddin. “Take your rest. I will join you later. If I remember right, you owe me a game of fidchell.”

      Eddin laughed. “You have a good memory, Cartimandua.”

      “And an even better mind for the game. You’d best be ready.”

      Eddin chuckled.

      With that, I left the workroom and went down the hall and downstairs, following the twisting path toward the dungeon. As I went, my mind spiraled.

      Venutiux would wed Alys.

      Alys.

      And now, the Carvetti were firmly allied with the Parisii.

      Just like that, everything was undone.

      A curse upon King Cuneda, such a willful, prideful man. Was his ego so fragile? Was he so easily wounded? Cuneda’s excess of honor and poisonous pride had left poor Eddin in a state of shame. And now… In response to his perceived insult, Cuneda allied with the Parisii, with whom the Brigantes always had tension. It had been purposefully done. But had the king also known of the affection between Venutiux and me? Had he done it to cut a deeper wound for petty vengeance? And to send Eddin… Thin-skinned Cuneda.

      My head and heart ached.

      My stomach rolled.

      Hurrying my step, I arrived at the dungeons deep underground. The dungeon of the king’s house was built into the cavernous stone underground, the chambers made from caves. Here, torches lit the dark, dank space. The scents of mud and minerals perfumed the air.

      Once, as a girl, I had accidentally found my way here. There had been no one in holding at the time. Taking a torch, I explored each cell, each cavern.

      The whole time, however, I’d felt eyes on me.

      The little people of the hollow hills.

      That was the first time I had encountered them.

      They were the dark, ancient creatures who lived in the Pennines Mountains that stretched across Brigantia, the little people who resided in deep places. Here, too, under our fort, they found their homes. Once, my father explained they were the rulers of the caves and mountains. They shared the shadow world with the fae and other old things before humans came.

      “Both still exist, Cartimandua,” my father had told me. “In the deep mines, in the dark places, under our very feet in the king’s house reside the people of the hollow hills from whom all Brigantes come. That is why our seat is here. But they are not the only ancient things still alive in our lands. Deep in the forests, amongst the oaks, the golden court still troops across the land. The great king stag roams the fields beyond Rigodonum, and the púca, trow, dunnies, and more still watch us.”

      As a girl, I’d come to the dungeons in search of the little people. I felt indignant to think creatures lived in my fort but kept to the shadows. But because I was young and impetuous, I quickly found myself in the most precarious of situations. That was when they found me.

      Curious about a carving in one of the cells, I’d slipped inside only to have a stray breeze blow the cell door closed. It locked with a deafening clank.

      I still remembered the terror I’d felt at that moment. No one knew where I was. Morfudd would not notice I was missing. My father would not be back until dark. For a while, I’d pretended I was a wanted assassin who had come to murder myself but had gotten captured before I could end the life of famous Princess Cartimandua! When my fantasy grew boring, I listened to the sound of trickling water from deep within the caves.

      The longer I was there, the more I felt eyes upon me, and then I heard movement in the darkness and the sounds of whispers.

      I stilled, hoping they would not see me.

      But then, I felt them draw close.

      I went to the cell door, yanking on the bars, again trying my luck. But then, I’d felt someone behind me.

      I froze, feeling fingers running through my long, dark hair.

      “Queen of the Brigantes,” a scratchy voice whispered in my ear. “Daughter of the Cailleach. Wear a crown of briars and carry a shield of stone. But beware, little princess, beware… Those who love you will leave you. Those who should love you will betray you. And those for whom you will sacrifice the most will forget you. Beware… Beware…”

      The message given, the creature departed.

      Frozen in terror, the words ringing in my heart, I stood rooted to that spot.

      Not long afterward, I heard voices descending the stairs to the cells.

      “Cartimandua? Carti?”

      My father.

      “Father! Here. I’m here!”

      Torch in hand, my father rushed through the winding passageways, the guards not far behind him. When he found me, he paused a moment and looked at me, a bemused expression on his face.

      “What charges have been levied against you, criminal?” he asked.

      “An over-abundance of curiosity,” I replied.

      At that, he laughed. “As king consort, I find you guilty and condemn you…to a lifetime of hugs and kisses,” he said, then unlocked the cell.

      I hurried to him, wrapping my arms around him. “How did you know to come?”

      “Instinct. Always listen to your instincts,” he told me, lifting me and carrying me away.

      As I approached Môd and the two Votadini prisoners, my father’s words rang in my mind again.

      “Cartimandua,” Môd said, turning to me. Her brow furrowed. “Are you all right? You’re as pale as milk.”

      “Yes, I just… I’m fine.” Bile rolled in my stomach. My back was wet with sweat. “What did they tell you?” I asked Môd.

      She sighed heavily. “They tell me they know nothing of your father’s death. Princess, you are sweating.”

      “Did you believe them?”

      “Cartimandua, what’s wrong with your hand?” Môd asked.

      I realized then I had been rubbing my itching palm against the skirt of my gown.

      “Did you believe them?” I asked Môd once more.

      The men looked from Môd to me.

      “We are innocent, Princess,” one of the Votadini told me. “I never saw the man who claimed to hear us in the tavern before.”

      “Where were you when you were taken prisoner?” I asked.

      “We were hunting, Princess.”

      “Where?”

      “Close to the Brigantes border.”

      Môd crossed the space and grabbed my hand. “Cartimandua,” she said sharply. “Have you seen your hand?” she asked, lifting it.

      I stared in horror, realizing my hand was red and covered in tiny blisters. “What…”

      “What did you eat this morning?” Môd asked.

      I shook my head. “Nothing. I have had nothing, not even water.”

      Môd studied my hand more closely. “You’ve touched something poisonous. Who have you seen? Who has given you something?”

      I shook my head. “The guards. Ulixes. The Carvetti sent a messenger…”

      “Who?”

      “Eddin. But I never touched him, nor did he give me anything. I have been in my father’s workroom since last night. There was no one else. I ate nor drank anything. I… No, I forgot. This morning, I spoke to Grahm, the groom. He came for Branagán’s new halter. It was under a heap of papers. I gave him the halter and…” I said, then paused, realization washing over me. “Môd, there were a pair of gloves in my father’s workroom. They were wrapped like a gift, newly made. I gave them to Grahm so they would not go to waste.”

      Môd turned to the guards. “Send someone to the stables. Quickly. The groomsman Grahm must be found at once.”

      Conall rushed off, calling to others when he got to the top of the stairs to help him.

      “Môd…” I whispered.

      “Did you put the gloves on or merely touch them?”

      “I just moved them from place to place. I did not try them.”

      “Did you notice anything out of the ordinary about them?”

      “Save they were new and wrapped, nothing.”

      “Poison in a powdered form can be used to line clothing. It seeps from the material to the skin. It is absorbed unseen until it is too late.”

      “Môd, my hand…” I said, realizing then my hand burned and itched, and terrible nausea had swept over me.

      Mod took my hand once more. “You only touched the surface?”

      I nodded.

      “Do you feel ill?”

      “Nauseous.”

      “Dizzy?”

      I shook my head.

      “You may have touched some small portion, but not enough to…”

      “To kill.”

      Môd nodded. “Come with me.”

      Leaving the dungeons, we hurried up the steps and rushed outside on our way to the stables. As we approached, we saw a flurry of activity there.

      A moment later, Conall appeared from within.

      “Priestess,” he called in a rush, waving for us to come.

      Lifting her skirts, Môd ran.

      I hurried behind her.

      When we entered the stables, we saw a group of men surrounding someone lying on the ground.

      “Move aside,” Môd called.

      The men stepped away so the priestess could come through.

      I gasped when I saw. On the ground was Grahm, his eyes fixed wide open, his swollen tongue bulging from his mouth, a blue tint to his skin. And on his hands, the gloves…

      Horrified, I swirled my own tongue around my mouth. While my mouth had an odd, metallic taste, my tongue felt normal.

      “Do not touch him,” Môd told the others. “Are those the ones?” she asked, pointing.

      I nodded.

      “Everyone out except for Conall and Ulixes,” Môd commanded.

      “Are we at risk, Priestess? The horses?” one of the other grooms asked nervously.

      Môd paused. “Did he attend to the horses this morning?”

      “Only to Branagán.”

      “Put on gloves. Burn Branagán’s tack. Dispose of the king’s horse’s water and grain, then stay with the king’s horse. Watch him closely. Fetch him fresh water to drink,” she told the young man. “Everyone else out.”

      My father loved Branagán. My gaze went to the horse who lingered, unknowing, in his stall. His head hung over the door, watching the goings-on. If something happened to him too…

      Môd gestured for Ulixes to come closer.

      “Priestess?” Ulixes whispered. “What is happening?”

      “Unknowing, Cartimandua gave the boy a pair of gloves lined with poison. She discovered them in the king’s workroom. Do you recognize them?”

      Ulixes looked over the gloves. “Yes, Priestess.”

      “Did they belong to the king?”

      “They did. A gift… That is what he told me. I saw them on his desk. They were given as a gift, but he found them too big, so he set them aside.”

      “A gift from whom?” I asked.

      Ulixes shook his head. “He did not say.”

      “This is how the king was killed,” Môd said. “The glover… Do you recognize the maker?”

      Conall nodded. “On the wrist. The mark of the leatherworker in Rigodonum.”

      “The same as the assassin’s boots?” I asked him.

      “Yes, Princess.”

      “Get me that cloth,” Mod said, pointing. “We must remove the gloves from the boy and take them to the glover. The buyer must be identified. Say nothing. Whoever is at fault must not know we are now aware of their duplicity. Conall will take the gloves. Go now.”

      Working carefully, Conall removed the gloves. Once he had them bundled, he stuffed them into a satchel and then hurried to one of the stalls. Not bothering to saddle or bridle his horse, he slipped onto the animal’s back and rode off, his horse’s hooves thundering as he sped off.

      “You must go rest, Cartimandua. Call your maid. Wash your hands with water as hot as you can stand. Then drink as much water as you can hold.”

      “The princess was exposed too?” Ulixes asked, aghast.

      “A surface touch only.”

      “I will help you back to your chamber,” Ulixes told me.

      As we walked away, the guards closed the stable doors.

      “The gloves… When did you notice them?” I asked Ulixes.

      “The day your father died, after Volixus got back from working on the wall. He stopped in his workroom to take some notes. I brought him an ale. That was when I spotted them. The next time I saw him…”

      “I have killed that poor boy,” I said, trying to choke back the pain and anger.

      “No, Princess. You did not, but someone has.”

      “May the Cailleach squeeze the very air from their body for it. And if she cannot, I will.”
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      Ulixes took me to my chamber and then went to find Ystradwel who was, once again, absent. For someone who had spent what felt like every moment of my waking life ensuring she was there to look down her nose at me, Ystradwel’s behavior these many days had been odd.

      But I understood the toll the death of a father could have on a person. Her father would soon be gone, which left the future of her tribe uncertain, a matter about which I still needed to discuss with her.

      Sighing, I went to the fire, heated some water, and set about washing my hands. When I was done, I dumped the water from the open casement, and then set the pot aside.

      My hands still itched, but not as they had before.

      I was about to go to my wardrobe to fetch a pair of gloves when I sensed movement in my chamber.

      For a moment, I thought someone had come once more. I was about to call the guards when I realized… It was not a person in my room. It was something else. I turned around, staring into one of the dark corners of the room. My bedchamber had a small alcove in the natural mountain wall to one side. It was there that I noticed movement.

      My heart pounded in my chest.

      “Cartimandua…” a voice hissed. “Come closer.”

      The thudding in my chest was so intense, I could feel it pounding in my temples.

      Moving toward the alcove, I saw the silhouette of a short, lithe creature there. He was bent, his long, catlike ears twitching as I drew closer.

      “Ancient one?” I whispered, willing my voice to be steady.

      A hand reached out. The long, bony fingers with their equally long nails held something. It dropped the item with a clatter then backed away.

      “Long live the queen of the hollow hills,” the creature whispered then retreated into the darkened corner, disappearing.

      Moving carefully, I stepped toward the alcove.

      The creature was gone, but on the ground was a dagger.

      Not just any dagger—the assassin’s dagger. I recognized the curve of the blade.

      Kneeling, I grasped it.

      It was then that I felt a soft breeze wafting from somewhere in the alcove. There was no discernable sign of any kind of entrance or exit. There was no crack or crevice in the wall. But those fae creatures who lived deep within our mountains needed no help moving through shadows.

      “Thank you,” I whispered.

      Standing, I studied the dagger. When I turned it over, I was surprised. There, on the pommel, was the badger sigil of the Tectoverdi.

      I gasped.

      At the same moment, the door opened and Ystradwel appeared.

      Setting the dagger on a nearby table and covering it with a cloth, I joined her.

      Once more, she looked frazzled. Her normally perfectly kempt appearance was gone. She looked rumpled.

      “Ystradwel, were you sleeping? Are you unwell?”

      “I… I’m fine, Princess. Ulixes sent me to attend you. What is it?” she asked then took in my appearance. “Princess, your hand…” she said then gasped. “Is that poison oak? I can get a salve—”

      “No. Decidedly not poison oak.”

      From the window casement, I heard some noise outside but could not see the matter.

      Ystradwel crossed the room and inspected my palm. “What are these blisters?”

      “They are the reason my father is dead.”

      She froze then and looked at me. “Princess?”

      “Powdered poison.”

      “What?”

      “That is how my father was killed. Someone laced a pair of gloves with powdered poison. And now, an innocent young man lies dead as well. I narrowly missed the same fate.”

      “The gloves… Where are they?” Ystradwel asked, an odd tone in her voice.

      “Conall has them. Why?” I stared at Ystradwel. There was a strange impression on her face. “Ystradwel?”

      “What color?” Ystradwel asked, her eyes going wide, her nostrils flaring. “Carti, what color were the gloves?” she asked, grabbing my shoulders.

      “They were brown,” I said.

      Ystradwel’s features softened. “Oh…”

      “No. Not brown. Tan, actually, a pale golden-brown color. They were made by the leather-worker in Rigodonum.”

      Ystradwel’s eyes went wide. “Carti…”

      There was a heavy knock on the door.

      I turned to answer but Conall burst in, three guards with him. “Seize the Lady Ystradwel,” he commanded.

      The men moved toward Ystradwel, who jumped behind me. “Please, Cartimandua. Let me speak. Please, let me speak before you take me. Oh, please let me speak. I must explain.”

      Gasping, I turned on her. “Explain what?”

      “She is the one who purchased the gloves, Princess,” Conall told me.

      “Ystradwel—”

      “No, Cartimandua. I must explain. I must tell you that—”

      “That you conspired to kill my father? That you have taken vengeance for your tribe?”

      “No. No. Not I… Not like that,” Ystradwel said, shaking her head. “Please,” she pleaded once more, then looked toward the open door. Môd and Ulixes stood there. “High Priestess Môd, please. Please. Let me speak to you and the princess alone. Please.”

      I turned to Môd.

      “Conall, Ulixes, remain. You men wait just outside the door. Speak to no one. Answer no questions. Not even the queen and her consort can command you. That is the will of the Cailleach,” Môd said, sending the guards away. Once they were gone, the priestess closed the door.

      “Daughter of Cam, you have the Cailleach’s patience for a moment, but only a moment. Speak,” Môd told her.

      “I purchased the gloves,” Ystradwel said.

      I felt like someone dropped a rock in my stomach. I suddenly started to feel a deep cold wash over me. Stepping aside, I sat.

      “But not of my own accord,” she added quickly. “I swear on my mother’s memory, not of my own accord. I was sent to the village for the gloves.”

      “By whom?” Môd asked.

      Ystradwel shook her head in disbelief. “Are you certain about the gloves? Was it the pair I purchased? Do you have them?” she asked Conall.

      Moving carefully, Conall pulled the wrapped gloves from his satchel and set them on the table. He unwrapped them carefully.

      Ystradwel went to the table and stared at them.

      “Are those the gloves you purchased?” Môd asked.

      “Yes,” Ystradwel whispered, her hands shaking as she pressed them against her lips. “Aye, gods… No. No. By my own hand… Oh, Cartimandua,” she said, turning to me, her eyes welling with tears.

      “Who sent you?” Môd asked her again.

      “You will not believe me,” she said then shook her head. “I was threatened. They swore all would be taken from me if I spoke of anything. As it is, they have already taken…”

      “Who, Ystradwel? Who sent you to buy the gloves?” I asked her.

      “It was Catell who sent me. But, Princess—”

      “Catell?”

      “Oh, Cartimandua, how I have suffered since they have come,” she said, tears streaming down her face. “I purchased the gloves and delivered them to Catell. Not long after, Gallmaul sent me to take them to your father. I thought nothing of it. They were dressed as a gift. I left them on your father’s desk. Gallmaul swore me to secrecy, but I thought it because it was a surprise present. I never thought of the gloves after that, especially not since your father died.

      “But since then, they have used me as a servant and worse. Honored Mother,” Ystradwel said then wept. “All manner of offenses have been heaped upon me. They have sworn me to silence else they would rush my father to an early grave. Gallmaul told me I will wed Catell when my father dies. I am given no choice. Catell will become chieftain of the Setantii and Cadoc will wed Cartimandua and become her king consort…or else. To ensure I was without options, Catell… he… may Brigantia’s comfort be with me, my maidenhood was taken. Oh, Princess, I didn’t know about the poison. I confess I bought the gloves and delivered death to your father, but I didn’t know,” she said, then collapsed onto the floor in a heap of tears.

      I swallowed hard.

      Was she telling the truth? Surely, her behavior had been strange since my uncle and cousins had arrived. But the gloves… It was a convenient lie. She could be twisting the truth to her own advantage, placing the blame on another when she, herself, was caught.

      Ystradwel looked up at us, her face red and wet with tears. “You do not believe me,” she whispered, aghast.

      I turned to Môd. “Gallmaul and his idiot sons, where would they get the poison?” I asked.

      “There is a mountebank in the village,” Conall said. “He is a nuisance. Volixus was always quick to send him on his way. The village midwives curse him. But he is back again now that the king is gone.”

      “Detain him and take his cases. Do not be seen by Gallmaul and his sons,” Môd told Conall then turned to Ulixes. “You must keep the king and queen busy until we get to the truth of this.”

      “Priestess,” he said then departed.

      Môd went to Ystradwel and lifted her from the floor. Taking her hand, she led her to the table and sat her down. She poured Ystradwel a cup of water then gestured for me to step aside with her.

      Môd and I went to the open window casement.

      Môd took my hand and inspected it. “Feeling better?”

      “The itch has passed. The nausea, too, is gone. The rash and boils remain.”

      Behind us, Ystradwel wept quietly.

      “Môd…”

      “You do not wear the crown yet, but you have learned a valuable lesson here, Cartimandua… Sometimes it is those who smile to our faces who are the greatest danger to us.”

      “Do you believe her?”

      “I believe her. As a boy, Gallmaul was always jealous of his brother. Jealous of the favor their father showed Volixus, the favor the gods granted your father in his good looks and personality, the favor in his marriage match to Morfudd… Lady Adelaide was long-suffering in her marriage to Gallmaul. It is known only to the priestesses, but she threw herself down the stairs after an argument between the couple. Tortured by her pain and suffering, she ended her own life.”

      “The assassin…” I said then crossed the room, grabbing the dagger. I handed it to Môd. “This is my assailant’s weapon.”

      “How did you find it?”

      “I didn’t,” I said, then lowered my voice. “They gave it to me.”

      Môd stared at me. “From the hollow hills?”

      I nodded.

      “They have watched you since you were a girl,” she said, then looked at the dagger. “It is Tectoverdi.”

      “Did they mean to kill me too?”

      “You refused Cadoc, but he was the one who saved your life, was he not?”

      “He was. And Catell killed the assassin. To frighten me, then? To make me think better of Cadoc?”

      “Perhaps. Or perhaps they had intended to kill you then changed their minds, learned something we do not know, made another plan.”

      “And my father…”

      “You have the dagger, but we must have the word of the mountebank to prove their involvement in your father’s death.”

      “Why push the narrative that it was the Votadini?”

      “Gallmaul never understood why your father tried to keep the peace with the Votadini. He always wanted to make war on his neighbors. How many times your father complained to Onnen and me about Gallmaul’s desire to make war. As king consort, Gallmaul now has the chance to do what he always wanted, to achieve something his brother never accomplished—vanquishing his tribe’s old enemy.”

      “And Ystradwel… If discovered, the Setantii would take the blame.”

      “And if not discovered, Ystradwel’s womb unlocked the Setantii throne.”

      “What if they procured the poison elsewhere?”

      “Not from the priestesses.”

      “My mother is in danger…” I said, my chest feeling tight.

      Môd didn’t answer.

      “Môd?”

      “We will consider Morfudd later. But for now,” she said, looking back at Ystradwel, who wept softly. “She sees herself alone,” Môd said. “She had no one to trust with her pain. You didn’t see it?”

      “I did but misread her. I thought she grieved for her father’s health.”

      “She does. She would not risk shortening his life, especially not if they already had a noose about her neck. Loyalty wears many faces, Cartimandua. Not all of them smiling. Do not forget that.”

      “Yes, Priestess.”

      A short time later, Conall appeared once more. This time, he came with the mountebank who carried a medicinal case. The man smiled and chatted with the guard. He and Conall entered the chamber, the pair laughing, but the moment he was inside, Conall signaled for the men to close the door behind him.

      “Honored Mother, Princess,” Conall said.

      The peddler’s brow contorted in confusion when he saw Môd and me there. “You said the king consort summoned me,” he told Conall.

      “Is that what you were told?” Môd asked, looking from the man to Conall.

      “Indeed,” Conall said. “He did not hesitate to come see the chieftain. Apparently, they are already acquainted.”

      The mountebank looked at me. “Princess,” he said, bowing deeply.

      “Sit, sir,” I said, gesturing to the table.

      It was then that the mountebank spotted Ystradwel.

      To my surprise, a look of worry crossed his face.

      “Princess, Priestess,” the man said in a hurried tone. “I cannot be blamed if what I sold the girl had any ill effect.”

      At that, both Môd and I froze.

      “What did you say?” I asked.

      “I told her there was a chance it would not be effective.”

      “Ystradwel!” I said, turning to her. She had lied!

      “No, Cartimandua. No. It’s not what you think,” Ystradwel protested in a rushed tone. “Oh, Cartimandua,” she said then glared at the peddler. “You foolish, nonsensical man. Princess, Honored Mother, it’s not what you think. I—”

      “What did you sell this girl?” Môd asked.

      “Well, you know,” the man said, bobbing his head from side to side. “When a girl has a lover—”

      “What did you sell her?” Môd screamed.

      “High Priestess,” Ystradwel said, rushing toward her, but Conall held her back.

      “Moonberry tonic,” the man replied. “She told me she has a bit of cargo she wanted to be rid of. I helped her.”

      “Helped me? You sold me stump water,” Ystradwel screamed at him. “And I still carry that which I do not want,” she said then turned to Môd and me. “I saw this man. It is true. But it is because I am pregnant with Catell’s child and could not go to the priestesses. Cartimandua, High Priestess Môd, you must believe me. I am ruined! Rhys will never have me now,” she said then wept.

      “You are certain?” I asked the man. “Are you certain it was moonberry tonic that you sold her.”

      “Yes. Very certain. I remember every tonic I sell,” he said proudly.

      “Nothing but falseness and lies,” Ystradwel screamed at him.

      Môd gestured for Ystradwel to be still. “Powdered night nightroot,” Môd asked him, a dark expression on her face, “to whom did you sell that?”

      At that, the man balked. “I…I carry no such foul poisons.”

      “Speak the truth, or by the Cailleach, I will have you taken to the henge where I will flay you.”

      “Priestess,” the man whispered, aghast.

      “Speak!”

      “I… I do not—”

      “Speak!”

      “They swore they would kill me. They swore it.”

      “I will have the skin ripped from your flesh while you still breathe! Speak!”

      “The boy, Catell, the king consort’s son.”

      “When?”

      “Under the dark moon, when they first came to the city, before King Volixus banished me from Rigodonum. But, Priestess, you cannot tell them I told you. They threatened me. Made me swear I would never speak of it.”

      “More than swear, I think. You speak while wearing new trousers, new boots, and a new jacket,” I said.

      “I was paid to keep silent. And without King Volixus interfering, my business in the city has been good. I see to the people’s needs for a fraction of the price of the midwives.”

      “And sell them useless medicines in the process, leaving my people sick,” I said angrily. “Take him to the dungeon,” I told Conall then crossed the room and snatched the man’s case from his hand.

      “Let me speak to King Gallmaul,” the man protested. “His son promised me he would help me. Let me speak to the king.”

      “He is not king!” I shouted.

      “Another word from you, and I will silence you for good,” Conall told the man then hauled him away.

      My hands shaking, I took the man’s case and set it on the table.

      Môd fingered through the parcels and vials therein. “Nightroot,” she said, lifting a small parcel.

      I stared at the packet. My head spun. All this time, it had been Gallmaul. “I was blind,” I whispered to Môd. “I knew him to be a fool. I thought him stupid and self-interested, but I never thought… his own brother.”

      Môd nodded slowly. “Never underestimate jealousy and want.”

      “But the goddesses showed signs, permitting the marriage between him and my mother. Why?” The room felt like it was spinning. My head and chest ached.

      Môd lifted a green vial filled with brackish liquid. Uncorking it, she sniffed the elixir. “The Cailleach has her own way of handling things. Sometimes, we cannot understand her intentions until they come to full bloom.”

      “Then, you mean, she permitted it so we would discover the truth.”

      “Perhaps,” she said then handed the green vial to me. “But there is one thing that is certain, the Cailleach shows her enemies no mercy. Nor should the crown of the Brigantes,” she said, giving me a knowing look.

      Wrapping my raw hand around the vial, I closed my eyes. After a long moment, I looked at Môd once more then nodded. “Yes,” I said then paused. Holding the priestess’s gaze, I asked the question I could barely make my lips form. “My mother… Did she… What should I—”

      “Leave her. She will reveal herself one way or the other.”

      The vial in my hand, I turned and went to Ystradwel. Offering her my hand, I met and held her gaze. She nodded to me. With that, we turned and left the chamber, intent on dispensing the Cailleach’s judgment.
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      After a brief stop at the kitchens, Ystradwel and I joined Gallmaul, Catell, Cadoc, and my mother in the great hall. Conall spoke to Gallmaul’s guards, sending them out. Discreetly, my own guards took over the room.

      The swap was easy to manage. Ulixes had found a surefire way to keep my uncle and cousins entertained. At the front of the great hall, a traveling bard sat with a harp on his lap. He was recanting a rather off-color tale about a man, a donkey, and a virgin.

      Gallmaul laughed loudly, slapping his knees as he chortled. Cadoc and Catell also joined in the grotesque laughter, my mother chuckling lightly, her cheeks red.

      “Ah, here is Cartimandua and Ystradwel. Where have you girls been?” Morfudd asked.

      “The market,” I said dispassionately. “We wanted to celebrate the capture of the Votadini. I managed to find Roman wine,” I said, hoisting two bottles. “Ystradwel, will you help me pour?”

      “Princess,” she said, inclining her head to me. Ystradwel then took the bottle of poisoned wine from my hand and began pouring.

      “You are welcome in our hall,” I told the bard. “From whence have you come?”

      “Caldonia, my lady. As far north as one can go and back again.”

      “He has been regaling us with many tales and songs,” my mother told me.

      “Has he?”

      “I have! Do you have a request, Princess?”

      “Hmm,” I mused. “Do you know the ballad of Hamnet and Ofilla?” I asked.

      The man nodded. “Indeed, I do. Would you like to hear it?”

      “If my uncle and mother don’t mind.”

      “I don’t know this tale,” Gallmaul told my mother.

      “Nor I. Let’s have it,” my mother told him.

      At that, the bard began to play, recanting the tale of a prince from a faraway land and his lady love.

      As the bard played, I poured a round of drinks from the unspoiled wine. I delivered the cups to my mother and the bard, then poured drinks for Ystradwel and myself. Nonchalantly, Ystradwel delivered my uncle and cousins the Cailleach’s sweet reward.

      Gallmaul, Catell, and Cadoc drank readily, downing their cups like the greedy vermin they were. When they had drained their cups, Ystradwel filled their goblets with the dark lady’s brew once more.

      “Want a sip?” Catell asked Ystradwel, grabbing her hand and giving her a lecherous look.

      “No, my lord. My stomach is unwell,” she whispered, yanking her hand back.

      “A temporary problem,” he told her with a wink.

      Ystradwel’s face screwed up in a mix of humiliation and fury.

      As he drank, Gallmaul laughed at some funny moments in the tale, but the more he laughed, the redder his face became. He coughed loudly, trying to clear his throat, then sipped again.

      As the men drank, the bard sang, telling of Prince Hamnet’s lamentable state. The young prince’s father had recently died under suspicious circumstances, leaving the kingdom in upheaval. As the bard unspooled the tale, he sang of how Prince Hamnet’s father returned from the grave as a spirit to speak to his mourning son.

      Cadoc began coughing, unable to clear his throat.

      “Cousin,” I said, joining him. “Here, let me refill your cup.” I took the bottle from Ystradwel and filled the goblet.

      “Thank you, Carti,” Cadoc said, smiling stupidly at me as I refilled his cup. Then he drank.

      The bard sang on.

      Hamnet met the spirit of his father in the dead of night. The dead king whispered about how he had been poisoned by one he loved, one he trusted.

      Catell, too, began coughing.

      The trio’s faces turned red as they struggled to clear their throats.

      Morfudd stared, confused by the sudden malady.

      The bard looked puzzled, but sang on.

      Gallmaul frowned as the bard sang the song of betrayal. Just as the bard was about to reveal the killer, Gallmaul clapped his hands loudly and rose, interrupting the song.

      “This is… This is such a…a…sorrowful tale, Cartimandua,” he said through coughs. “Let’s have no more of it,” Gallmaul said.

      “Husband, are you quite well? Your face is very red. Some water?” Morfudd asked, looking about for a pitcher.

      “Fine, fine. I’m fine,” Gallmaul said, waving her away, but he began coughing hard once more.

      “My apologies, Uncle,” I said. “It was a rather dark choice, wasn’t it? But life is very dark sometimes. Those we love the most often deceive us. Many times, it feels like there is no one you can trust,” I said, then lifted my cup. “That is why I am so glad you and your sons are here. What would we do without you to protect us? To Gallmaul, Cadoc, and Catell. To family!”

      “To family,” everyone cheered, lifting their cups and taking a drink.

      My mother smiled happily at me.

      Catell continued hacking.

      Cadoc, who still had not properly caught his breath, looked at me and said, “This… this…this Roman wine does not…agree with me, Cousin.” His face was very red.

      Gallmaul looked from Catell to Cadoc, both of them red-faced and coughing.

      “One more toast,” I said with a smile, lifting my cup again. “To my father. There was never a man who loved his family more. How often my father remembered, with great warmth and love, all those tender years at your side, Gallmaul. His little brother. How much he loved and trusted you. You must ache for his loss. So, let us remember him. To my father. To Volixus!”

      “To Volixus,” we all called, but this time, Gallmaul looked uncertain.

      He set his empty wine cup aside and then coughed again. This time, he reached for a water goblet. After he drank, he mopped his forehead.

      Soon, the room was a chorus of coughs.

      “Rigodonum is a wonderful city, wouldn’t you say?” I asked the bard.

      “Indeed, it is, Princess,” the man replied, but there was a confused expression on his face. He looked from Catell to Cadoc to Gallmaul.

      “Should I send for something warm to drink?” my mother asked Gallmaul, who was hacking harder.

      “We get all kinds of interesting people here,” I continued to the bard. “In the market, you can find travelers from far and wide. People come with many interesting tales and unusual goods for sale. In fact, a mountebank sometimes comes and sells perfumes and other spices. My father did not welcome him. I can’t blame my father, as the peddler is an unscrupulous man. But such men are useful sometimes. Nevertheless, I think it was my father’s dream to see Rigodonum as the largest trading outpost in the north. My father had many dreams. So many dreams. I weep to think of how they died with him.”

      “Cartimandua, this really isn’t the time,” Morfudd told me, then turned back to Gallmaul. “My lord?”

      Gallmaul shifted in his seat. Hacking, he stared at me.

      Down the table, Catell also began to cough harder. This time, he struggled to catch his breath. His eyes grew wider and wider.

      Seated across the table from him, Ystradwel smiled at him.

      “Elspeth?” my mother called, looking around the room. “Where have all the servants gone? Elspeth? Someone? This Roman wine is not sitting well, Cartimandua. We need something warm to drink. Where are the servants?” she said, then turned to Gallmaul once more. “My love?”

      Gallmaul stared at me.

      “My heart breaks when I think of my father’s life ending so short,” I continued. “And, of course, my mother—his dutiful wife—was lost to mourning. You know,” I told the bard, “my mother mourned almost a whole week before she remarried. It must have been a challenging time for her. But she is recovered. ‘My love’… That is what she calls my uncle. I am so proud that my mother has such fortitude of heart that she can bounce back from losing her husband of twenty years in a week. One day, I hope to have her strength.”

      “Carti,” Morfudd said, looking hurt and confused.

      “And the manner of my father’s death,” I went on to the bard. “Have you heard? It was so sudden. A man in the glow of health fading, just like that,” I said, snapping my fingers. “One moment he was fine, and the next…coughing, and coughing, and coughing, and then…silence.”

      When Catell reached for the water pitcher before him, Ystradwel snatched it and tossed it onto the floor. The pitcher shattered.

      “I say,” the bard declared.

      “Ystradwel,” Morfudd protested.

      “Maybe I should…” the bard said, half rising to go.

      “Be calm, good sir. Be calm. As a guest, you are safe in this house, as our goddesses demand. But you must understand, in addition to being children of Brigantia, we are followers of the Cailleach. Dark deeds are punished with quick and lethal severity.”

      Cadoc, coughing loudly, rose and went to the door, but Conall and the other guards blocked his exit.

      “Cartimandua, we must call for the priestesses. This Roman wine—” Morfudd began, looking about confused. “Where are the king consort’s guards?”

      “Get out of my way,” Cadoc told Conell, but the guard didn’t move.

      “There is nothing wrong with the wine, Mother,” I said. “Nothing at all. However, it does seem that what I put in their wine disagrees with them…as it did with my father.”

      On the other side of the hall, Cadoc wheezed then fell over.

      “Brother,” Catell said, rising. He took two steps toward his brother, then looked back at Ystradwel.

      “Soon, it will be like you never existed,” she told him icily. “When I am done here, I will rid the world of all trace of you, and you will be forgotten.”

      Catell’s eyes went wide. He hacked heavily, then his body twitched weirdly. His eyes rolled back in his head, then he fell over.

      “Nephew,” Morfudd said, rising.

      “Cartimandua, what…what… What did you put in this wine?” Gallmaul asked, moving toward me.

      I backed away from him.

      Morfudd stared from Ystradwel to me. “Carti?”

      “You want to know who killed my father? Look beside you, Mother. You have kept Volixus’s killer warm in your bed.”

      “By the gods,” the bard said, then hurried toward the guards.

      “No,” Gallmaul said. “Never. Never. Morfudd, no.”

      “No?” I asked, pulling a pair of tan-colored gloves from my pocket. “Then put these on, Uncle. Slip these on. See if they fit as well as my father’s crown,” I said, holding the gloves toward Gallmaul.

      The moment he spotted them, he began to step back, his eyes going wide as he stared at the gloves.

      “Come, Uncle, you have found a good fit everywhere else. My father’s throne. My father’s bed. My father’s kingdom. Try them. Go on,” I said, shaking the gloves at him.

      Gallmaul tripped, falling backward over the leg of a chair and landing on the floor.

      When he did so, he began to wheeze loudly.

      Enraged, I went to him. Pressing my knee to his chest, I leaned over and met his gaze. “Why? Why? He loved you,” I hissed at Gallmaul.

      “I wanted… I wanted—”

      “You wanted what he had. Everything he had.”

      Gallmaul nodded.

      “Then I am glad to give it to you,” I said, grasping Gallmaul by the mouth. I pulled the green vial from my pocket. Pressing my fingers into Gallmaul’s jaw, I forced his mouth open and poured what remained of the poison down his throat. “My father has the mound. Now you will have it too.”

      I rose.

      A moment later, Gallmaul began to twitch. His back arched. Foam poured from his mouth.

      He wheezed loudly.

      “No,” my mother whispered.

      I turned and looked back at her.

      Her hand clutching her chest, she stared at the scene. “No. No. No.”

      “Did you know?” I asked her.

      “Carti,” she said with a shaky breath.

      “Did you know?”

      “Cartimandua. No.”

      “Mother!”

      “I… I lusted, but I did not know. We spoke…there were looks… I didn’t think Gallmaul would ever… Oh, Volixus,” she moaned, then turned. Her eyes surveyed the table. Moving quickly, she rushed across the room and grabbed the bottle of poisoned wine.

      “No!” I called, rushing to her.

      But I was too late.

      My mother drank heavily, the red wine leaking from the corners of her mouth, dripping down her face and neck. When she was done, she threw the bottle aside.

      “Mother!”

      “Oh, Cartimandua,” she said, cradling my face as tears slipped down her cheeks. “Oh, my daughter. What have I done? I have brought shame to you. I have brought shame to your father. I brought a killer into this house. His hands were still wet with Volixus’s blood when I took him as my husband. Oh, great Brigantia, forgive me.”

      “You were deceived. We all were. I thought him too much a fool to plot something so sinister. And yet…” I said, shaking my head. “Mother, what have you done?”

      “They had their plans,” Ystradwel said in a shaky voice. “They would force Cartimandua to wed Cadoc. They would force me to wed Catell. And if Queen Morfudd got in the way or me or Cartimandua protested too much, they would take it all for themselves.”

      “Carti… Carti… I failed you, my daughter,” my mother said, weeping, her face reddening as the poison worked. “I failed you. The shame. Oh, Carti,” she whispered, her hands shaking.

      Then, she wheezed hard and fell to her knees.

      “Mother!”

      Her body jerked, and a moment later, she fell over and became still.

      “By the gods,” the bard whispered.

      “Mother?” I whispered. “Mother?” But she was gone.

      “The queen is dead,” Conall said in a somber tone. “Long live the queen.”
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      Môd appeared a short time later. She and Conall worked together, arranging to have the bodies removed from the hall.

      “Princess Cartimandua,” Ulixes said, appearing once more. Like the rest of us, he was shaken by the sudden events. “Princess, there is a messenger and an envoy here. I… I would not speak of it, the timing cannot be worse, but it is important.”

      “What messenger?”

      “From Chieftain Brennan. Apparently, he never received your messages. He managed to get one of his sons through. The boy is waiting in your workroom. Mydils Fort is under attack by the Parisii.”

      “By the goddesses,” Ystradwel said.

      “There is more. The envoy…”

      “I have no time.”

      “I know, but—”

      “Who has come?” I asked.

      “Prince Cormag and a delegation of Votadini.”

      “Have the prince escorted to the formal meeting room. Môd and I will meet him there,” I said, turning back to the priestess.

      Having overheard, Môd came to my side. We stood for a moment, looking at the bodies. We had covered my mother, but the others lay as they were.

      “Dark times,” Môd said.

      “Yes,” I replied, my head feeling light. How could this be real? Both my parents gone. I couldn’t wrap my mind around it. “With more to come. The Cailleach… At the henge, she gave me a warning.”

      “Of what, Cartimandua?”

      “Eagles…”

      Môd was silent for a long moment. “There are no eagles in the sky yet, but a murder of crows awaits.”

      I nodded. “Let us see if we can still avert war with the Votadini yet.”

      Môd nodded.

      Gesturing for Ystradwel to join us, we left the great hall. As I went, I thought about everything that needed to be done. Would the Tectoverdi rebel once they learned I had killed Gallmaul? The Parisii were already making war. Had the Carvetti joined them? And had Gallmaul already destroyed any hope of peace with the Votadini?

      My mother is dead…

      My father is dead…

      My tribe is undone…

      In a fortnight, I could lose my tribe and my crown, all because of one man’s selfish ambition.

      Smoothing down my dress, I went to the formal meeting chamber near the great hall to await the prince. The place, unlike my father’s workroom, was finely adorned. The walls lined with shields, furs, horns, etched silver pieces, and carved wood, all of which showcased the Brigantes’ great wealth. When I arrived, I found Eddin waiting inside.

      “Eddin?”

      “I was summoned for evening meal, then barred from the hall. There was a commotion. The king consort’s guard was removed from the hall. I wasn’t sure what to do, so I retired here to wait,” he said, then studied my face. “Carti, what’s happened?”

      “Oh, Eddin. You would not believe me if I told you.” I shook my head in disbelief.

      “Should I—” Eddin said, motioning to ask if he should leave, but his words were cut short when Prince Cormag and two of his men were led into the room.

      My stomach felt like it dropped to my feet. I inhaled slowly, pushing away the tightness in my chest, rolled my shoulders back, and laced my hands behind my back. I understood I was a disheveled mess. I had just murdered three people—deservedly, of course. But my mother, too, was dead. And my people were under attack. I did not want Cormag to see that I was rattled. I did everything I could to paste on a calm exterior.

      The prince briefly met my gaze. His blue eyes searched my face, reading something there I’d been unable to hide. His brow furrowed for a moment in confusion then he turned to Môd.

      “High Priestess,” he said, bowing to her.

      “Prince Cormag.”

      I went to the front of the room and sat on the throne. “Prince Cormag, you are welcome to Rigodonum,” I told him.

      Prince Cormag’s bowed to me then said, “Princess Cartimandua, I come on behalf of my mother, Queen Mael Muire. The Votadini demand a cessation of all hostilities on our borders. My queen insists to know why the Brigantes have attacked our people.”

      “Tell me about the village of Whitam,” I told Cormag.

      “Whitam?”

      I nodded.

      “It is a small village just across our borders in Brigantes land. Well… it was a small village.”

      “Was?”

      “My men reported a terrible fire not long before the Tectoverdi warband arrived on our borders.”

      “The village is burned?”

      Cormag nodded. “Destroyed.”

      I turned to Môd, who gave me a knowing look.

      I had vastly underestimated Gallmaul’s willingness to cause chaos to achieve his own ends. I would not make such a mistake again.

      “Are your people in Silver Vale?” I asked.

      “We spoke of the valley, Princess. I think you understand my people’s stance on this matter.”

      “I understand, but are your people in the vale? I must have the truth. Did you advance across the border?”

      Cormag held my gaze.

      “Cormag…” I said in a soft, lightly pleading voice.

      “No, Cartimandua.”

      I turned to Môd. “Gallmaul fabricated all of it, casting blame on them for my father’s death to shift the blame from himself.”

      “And started a war to elevate his name,” Môd said with a nod. “Prince Cormag, you find the Brigantes in a dark time. The Cailleach has pulled back her veil to reveal the darkest of ill deeds. The Brigantes have been misled. As a result of this duplicity, the Votadini have suffered. But all is as the goddess wills. The culprit lies dead, and the Cailleach works to amend those injured by this deception.”

      “Prince Cormag,” I said. “As a gesture of goodwill to the Votadini, I cede to Queen Mael Muire and the Crow People the lands known as Silver Vale. I return to you the sacred site stolen by my forebearers to repair the damage done to our alliance.”

      “Princess,” Cormag said, unable to hide the surprise in his voice. “And the culprit behind these actions?”

      “Queen Cartimandua has already punished those whose greed has driven these foul actions,” Môd said.

      “Queen?” Eddin asked, surprised.

      “Queen Morfudd is dead. Cartimandua rules the Brigantes now,” Môd said.

      “To further improve relations between us, I have an additional proposal,” I told Cormag, glancing at Môd.

      The priestess held my gaze a long moment, and then nodded in assent.

      “Prince Cormag, to further strengthen both our tribes and to bury old griefs, I offer you my hand in marriage.”

      “Carti,” Eddin said softly in protest.

      For a brief moment, I met his gaze.

      Queen Moirin had been right. Eddin’s eyes told me the truth. He loved me. Once, he would have been a prince. We could have easily wed. Given our lifelong camaraderie, we would have been happy. But now…now, he was little more than Venutiux’s armor bearer. He could do nothing more than say my name.

      Venutiux would marry Alys.

      Eddin would never marry.

      And Cormag…

      I looked at the prince. “Well?”

      “A marriage between the Brigantes and Votadini would end decades of bloodshed and war. Your children would be heirs to both thrones, and peace between us would strengthen both tribes perpetually,” Môd said.

      “May I have a moment alone with you?” Cormag asked me, his blue eyes meeting mine.

      I nodded.

      Môd gestured for Eddin and the others to follow her from the room.

      Once they’d gone, I rose and went to the prince.

      “Cormag…”

      “Do you wish to wed me or the Votadini?” Cormag asked, and for the first time, I heard a tone of vulnerability in his voice.

      I inhaled slowly, feeling pain in my chest. But then, I met his blue eyes once more and the tension melted.

      “I will not deny it is good for my tribe, but I must admit, you have lingered in my thoughts since we met.”

      Cormag searched my face. “I am the Bastard Prince, Cartimandua.”

      “You are a child of the Cailleach.”

      “All the same, that is how I am seen outside of my tribe.”

      “I don’t care.”

      He studied me carefully. “I do not wish to marry only for the good of my people.”

      My heart felt like it was twisting into a knot. “Then, don’t,” I replied, giving him a wry grin.

      At that, Cormag smiled softly and stepped closer to me. “Since the first moment I saw you walking behind your father’s litter, I thought you were the most beautiful and noble woman I had ever seen. Since then, I have wanted to be at your side.”

      “The Parisii have attacked my city. I am at war.”

      “I am not marrying the Brigantes. I am marrying you.”

      “Then, are you marrying me?”

      “I would have you as my wife, Cartimandua, as my love, the mother of my children, and my partner. We would unite our tribes, but I hope you can love me. Can you?”

      I stared into his blue eyes. “Yes.”

      Cormag leaned in then, his face close to mine. He gently touched me, his fingertips stroking my cheek, but he paused before our lips touched. “Then my answer is yes,” he whispered.

      “Yes.”

      He set a kiss on my lips, the sensation of which I felt from my head to my toes. I wrapped my arms around his strong frame, pulling him close. When I did so, I caught that deep, woodsy scent once more.

      The world around me faded.

      Gallmaul’s deception…

      My mother’s death…

      Venutiux’s rejection…

      The war between our people…

      My father…

      I let it all go.

      Brigantia.

      Mother.

      Thank you for this future…

      When we finally pulled back, Cormag set his forehead against mine. “Cartimandua,” he whispered. “The Cailleach chose you for me.”

      “Then I hope you both know what you’re doing, because I’ve already murdered three people today.”

      “That makes you perfect for me… my blackthorn queen.”

      “My crow king.”

      “May our union bring us happiness.”

      “May the Cailleach hear your words.”

      “Cartimandua, nothing comes without a price.”
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        Destined to become Queen of Scotland.

        Bound by blood to the Celtic gods.

      

      

      
        
        Scotland, 1026

      

        

      
        Descendant of the line of MacAlpin, Gruoch should have been born into a life of ease. But fate is fickle. Her father's untimely death, rumored to have been plotted by King Malcolm, leaves her future uncertain and stained by the prophecy that she will avenge her family line.

      

        

      
        Escaping to one of the last strongholds of the old Celtic gods, Gruoch becomes an adept in arcane craft. Her encounters with the otherworld, however, suggest that magic runs stronger in Scotland than she ever imagined.

      

        

      
        Haunted by dreams of a raven-haired man she's never met, Gruoch soon feels her fate is not her own. She is duty-bound to wed a powerful lord, if not the Prince himself; however, she's not sure she can stop her heart when she meets Banquo, a gallant highlander and druid.
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        Chosen by Odin. Destined for Valhalla.

      

      

      
        
        In my dreams, Odin whispers to me. 

        He tells me I’m destined to wield a legendary sword.

        He tells me my road will bring me to Valhalla.

      

        

      
        But when I wake, I’m only Hervor. Fatherless. Unloved. Unwanted. Jarl Bjartmar, my grandfather, calls me cursed. My mother, her memories stolen by the gods, has forgotten me. Everyone tells me I should have been left to the wolves, but no one will tell me why.

      

        

      
        None but Eydis, a thrall with völva magic, believes I’m meant for a greater destiny. Yet who can believe a devotee of Loki?

      

        

      
        When the king and his son arrive for the holy blót, the runes begin to fall in my favor. A way forward may lie in the handsome Viking set on winning my heart, but only if I unravel the mystery hanging over me first.

      

        

      
        Fans of Vikings, The Last Kingdom, and The Mists of Avalon will relish Shield Maiden: Under the Howling Moon. This sweeping Viking Historical Fantasy retells the Norse Hervarar Saga, depicting the life of the shieldmaiden Hervor, the inspiration for J. R. R. Tolkien’s Éowyn.
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