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Chapter 1

I raised my fist and rapped on the door. It was opened almost immediately, and I walked into the worst apartment I’d ever seen.

“You’re the bodyguard, right?” The young woman who’d opened the door looked flushed and anxious.

I took my agency ID out of my pocket and showed it to her as I looked around the apartment.

It was huge and expensive, sure, but it was also one of the most uninspired interiors I’d ever had the bad luck of stepping into.

Everything was monochrome with shiny white floors, black marble surfaces, and stainless steel fixtures. One wall was almost entirely taken up by a floor-to-ceiling painting of some abstract colors and shapes.

I wondered if the person who’d designed this place had simply chosen the biggest picture they could find so they didn’t have to worry about filling up the space with anything more interesting.

“Elliot Drake, miss,” I said. “I was told to get here by eight P.M.”

“Yes, yes– god, I’m sorry.” She swiped her hand across her forehead. “He’s, uh, not ready yet. In fact, I’m not sure if– I think he might be, but– well, he might not be out of bed yet.”

“That’s not a problem, miss,” I reassured her with a calm smile. “I can wait.”

I was billing the guy by the hour to guard his son, so it didn’t matter to me whether I spent that time here or in the club.

The girl’s eyes traveled over me, and maybe she was too stressed to do a better job at hiding her emotions, but every thought she had was written all over her face. She took in my build and height with a tiny, appreciative smile, and then her eyes widened as they went to the pistol in the holster under my arm and the knife at the belt around my waist. I gave her another calm smile when her eyes finally met mine.

“Sorry,” she said, and her cheeks flushed an even deeper pink.

“That’s okay,” I said. “I’ve been checking you out, too.”

“Y-you have?” she stammered.

“Of course.” I nodded around the apartment. “It’s my job to be aware of everything in my surroundings.”

“Oh– oh, yes, of course…” She cleared her throat loudly. “Do you– would you like a glass of water?”

She didn’t wait for my reply but hurried away across the room. There was a door on the opposite wall to the painting, and I could see a kitchen through it. Monochromatic, of course, with black marble surfaces, shining silver faucets at the sink, and an enormous black fridge.

I heard the clink of glassware and the rush of water, and then the girl came back out with a glass of water in her hand, which she offered to me.

I took it to be polite. It was so cold that the glass was already cloudy with condensation. Ice cubes clinked around inside the glass. I wasn’t thirsty, but just holding the freezing glass was a welcome respite against the Miami humidity.

I didn’t know why rich kids always chose to party in the months when the Florida heat and humidity were at their worst, but they always did. Half the time, guarding the little bastards was a matter of making sure they didn’t pass out from dehydration before the night was over. The parents who tended to hire me generally preferred their little angels to arrive home without an IV drip in their arms.

“I’m sorry,” the girl said again. She glanced nervously at a door toward the back of the room. “Tyler should be awake, he said he wanted to go out at eight…”

“It’s really fine,” I told her. “He’s seventeen, right?”

“Yes.” The corners of her mouth turned down.

“He’s a kid,” I said with a shrug. “They sleep for hours.”

I didn’t think I’d ever stayed in bed until eight in the evening, but then I wasn’t the son of some tech billionaire who spent his time partying with a different girl each night.

The young woman still looked anxious.

“Are you Tyler’s dad’s personal assistant?” I asked as a way to put her at ease.

“I’m Tyler’s P.A.,” she answered. “I’m Laura.”

I lifted my eyebrows. “The seventeen-year-old party animal has a personal assistant?”

Perhaps it wasn’t professional of me to refer to my client like that, but it made Laura smile. The flustered look left her face for a moment, and I realized how young she probably was. Tyler was seventeen, but his personal assistant couldn’t have been older than twenty-one.

“I help him with his social media,” she explained. “He does a podcast, you know, and there’s a lot of admin involved in helping run it.”

“A podcast, huh?” I hoped my disdain didn’t bleed out into my tone.

“Yes, it’s about how to succeed as a young man in today’s world,” she said. “Building a work ethic, networking, investing wisely, that kind of thing.”

“Wow,” I said.

Laura flushed again.

“He’s… he’s still finding his feet,” she said in an apologetic tone. “He’s not going to do it forever.”

“Sure,” I said in an easy tone.

Laura chewed on her lower lip, and I felt a stab of anger and pity for her.

I’d worked in private security for about five years now. I’d met all sorts of people on these contracts, and while rich people were generally all bastards, they weren’t what made my blood truly boil.

That honor belonged to the people who spent their entire lives following the billionaires and celebrities and Nepo babies in the vain hope that some of that glamor might rub off on them. I’d met too many people who genuinely believed the number of zeros in someone’s bank account was the measure of their worth. People who would bend over backward to worship the entitled and privileged because they genuinely thought those people automatically deserved their loyalty.

I didn’t know Laura, but I’d seen dozens of people just like her. She would work for Tyler for years, she would give him the best decades of her life as she cleaned up his messes and made apologies for his shitty behavior. She would do it all because she thought a bank account, a lineage, or a title meant some people were just inherently better than others.

I put the glass of water down on one of the ugly little side tables. The glass clinked on the black marble surface, and Laura flinched at the sound.

“I’ll just go and see if he’s awake…” she mumbled.

She hurried through the door she’d looked at before, and I was left alone.

I moved across to the window and looked out at the view. This was one of the most expensive apartment buildings in the city, and it offered a premium view of the beach. Tyler’s rooms were on the seventh floor, so I could see the vast expanse of the Atlantic Ocean right in front of the building as well as the flashing neon lights of the party district on either side.

The sun was setting over the city, and from this window, I could just about catch the smeared edges of its bright, bloody passage across the sky. The water was a rippling mixture of dark blue shadows and burnt orange highlights, and as I watched, a kid on a jet ski zoomed across the water. The spray kicked up behind him in a shower of sparkling drops that looked like gemstones. I followed his path back and forth across the water until he came closer to the shore and stopped alongside a party boat anchored a little way from the beach. The deck was draped in LED lights and packed with inebriated young people.

I shook my head.

I was only thirty-four, for Christ’s sake, but this job was making me feel older and more world-weary every damn day.

The money was good. It was enough to make up for the clientele who ranged from merely obnoxious to sociopathic in the way only the obscenely wealthy seemed to achieve. But there had to be more to life than cleaning up after people I despised.

Every time I stepped into an apartment like this, I was forced to face the massive disparity between the lives of the people who hired me and the lives of the people who made up the rest of the world. When I thought about how these one-percenters could fix so many of the world’s problems without even breaking a sweat, it made me blind with fury, and it was getting harder and harder to remind myself why I stayed here.

There were other jobs in Miami I could do.

Hell, I didn’t even have to stay in Miami.

I was a Florida boy, born and bred, but that didn’t mean I had to stay here. I had skills, I could find another job.

I smiled wryly to myself.

I’d had this conversation with myself too many times to count. The issue wasn’t that I didn’t have skills, because I did. I could shoot, I could fight with a knife, I could pick a lock, I knew how to hit the exact spot in a man’s ribcage so he would go down and stay down, I could lift a mark’s wallet before he even knew I was there, I knew how to stitch a wound and set a fracture.

The problem was that those weren’t what my high school guidance counselor called “transferrable skills.”

But they made me a good bodyguard. They would have made me a great criminal, too, if I’d ever decided to go down that route. I’d had plenty of opportunities to, but the thought of screwing people over left a bad taste in my mouth.

That was the real problem.

I had the skillset of a petty criminal, but the moral compass of a Salvation Army minister, and this world wasn’t one where those two opposites made life easy.

I watched the kid on the jet ski down a drink, toss the can into the water, and zoom away to do laps around the boat.

Something was going to have to change, I knew that much.

A sudden crash behind me made me whirl around with my hand on my holster.

Tyler, the seventeen-year-old podcaster, had stumbled into the room and fallen over one of the side tables. He picked himself up and staggered back against the wall as Laura scuttled after him.

“Why didn’t you wake me, you dumb bitch?” Tyler demanded. “The party starts at seven.”

“I’m so sorry, Tyler.” Laura’s voice was high-pitched with anxiety. “You said not to wake you, you said your sleep cycles were in a groove, and I didn’t want–”

“Who the fuck are you?” Tyler’s bleary eyes fixed on me.

“My name is Elliot,” I replied. “I’m your security for the evening.”

“Pfft.” He snorted. “My dad hired you, didn’t he? He still thinks I can’t take care of myself.”

I just gave him a placid, even smile.

Tyler stared at me for a moment longer, snorted, and headed toward the door.

“Is the car ready?” he demanded.

“It’s waiting for you downstairs,” Laura assured him.

“Good, at least you did that right.” Tyler rolled his eyes and stormed out of the room.

I lifted my eyebrows at Laura, but she just gave me an uneasy smile.

I followed Tyler out of the room and caught up with him at the elevator. He stabbed the button with his middle finger and waited with his arms folded and a sullen scowl on his face like the elevator had personally offended him.

The doors opened with a soft chime, and Tyler stomped into the elevator and then gave me a dirty look as I followed him in.

We went down to the lobby in silence. I could see the car waiting for us outside, but halfway across the shiny lobby floor, Tyler suddenly spun around and stopped in front of me.

I stopped and waited.

Tyler widened his eyes at me sarcastically. “Go on, then. Fuck off.”

“Sorry.” I smiled evenly. “Your father was very clear. I’m to accompany you wherever you go tonight.”

“Look, my dad’s paranoid, alright?” Tyler rolled his eyes. “I was seeing this girl, right? She was a good lay, whatever, I dumped her, and she went crazy and started sending me all these weird texts and messages. My dad thinks she might try something, but c’mon, she’s just a dumb girl. What’s she going to do, mascara me to death?”

Damn, this kid had enough charm to become the next president.

“Sorry.” I shook my head.

Tyler’s face twisted into a sneer. “You’re just some dumb grunt, aren’t you? Bet you never had an original thought in your life. You just go where you’re told, don’t you? You’re like a big, dumb dog obeying my father’s orders.”

I chuckled. “Sure. Let’s go with that.”

Confusion flashed in the kid’s eyes. It was probably the first time he’d had anyone refuse to be intimidated by him. But it was hard to take comments about originality seriously when they came from a teenage boy who was literally the walking cliché of an entitled rich kid.

“Don’t follow me,” he snapped as he turned on his heel and stomped across the lobby.

“Sure thing, Tyler.” I followed him out and caught the door before he could let it swing shut in my face.

The air-conditioned atmosphere of the apartment building vanished under the humidity of the Miami night, and as if the change in temperature had worsened his mood, Tyler let out a frustrated growl.

He marched up to the car and grabbed at the handle.

But before he could open the door, a voice rang out.

“Tyler!” A teenage girl stalked up to the car.

Her mascara was clumped in black, tear-stained rings around her eyes, and she drew back a trembling hand to slap Tyler in the face.

I stepped in quickly between them, and her blow landed harmlessly on my chest.

She looked up at me in confusion, and Tyler poked his head around my shoulder.

“Cassie?” he asked in surprise, and then in a slightly more alarmed tone. “What are you doing here? I told you I didn’t want to see you.”

“Cassie?” I looked quickly at the girl in front of me. “Cassie Evans?”

She was the girl Tyler’s father had been concerned about. His son’s ex. She was a small thing, and she didn’t look dangerous, so I could understand why Tyler hadn’t taken her seriously. But I wasn’t going to make that mistake.

I’d worked as a bouncer at a nightclub, and in my experience, it was the small and seemingly delicate girls who fought hardest and dirtiest.

Especially if they’d been treated badly by some shitty guy.

“Tyler, I just need to talk to you.” Cassie tried to duck past me to get to Tyler, but I moved with her to keep her at bay. “Ty, please!”

“God, Cassie.” Tyler let out an insufferable laugh. “I didn’t know you were so desperate.”

“Tyler!” Cassie cried.

“Miss Evans,” I said in a calm tone. “I’m going to need you to take a step back.”

“He’s a shit!” Cassie screamed. Her whole body was shaking with a combination of fury, hurt, and heartbreak. “He’s a total fucking shit!”

“I know,” I said in the same calm tone. “He’s not worth it.”

“Hey,” Tyler protested.

“You don’t want to get into trouble over a guy like him,” I said.

“But he– he–” Cassie’s face crumpled, and fresh tears streamed down her cheeks.

“I know,” I said gently. “But this isn’t going to fix anything. I think you know that already.”

Cassie looked up into my face. Her lower lip trembled. She swallowed hard, sniffed, and gave a tiny nod.

She stepped back, and I opened the car door and gestured for Tyler to get inside. I glanced around at the onlookers, but no one seemed that interested. Relationship drama was too common here for it to cause much of a disturbance.

Cassie started to walk down the street away from the car with her shoulders hunched. But as she passed the car, Tyler paused with his hand on the door.

His mocking voice rang out across the street. “I’ll call you.”

Cassie stopped dead.

“For fuck’s sake,” I muttered under my breath then gestured at Tyler. “Get in the damn car.”

But before Tyler could move, Cassie spun around.

She didn’t scream, and she didn’t shout. She moved in absolute silence as her hand came out of the tote bag hanging from her shoulder. The neon street lights gleamed on the knife in her hand.

She threw herself at Tyler with the blade raised high.

It would have gone straight into his neck. But I stepped in front of him and shoved him into the car, and instead, the knife went into my side.

It was sharp. So sharp that I barely felt it go in.

But then Cassie started screaming, and before I could stop her, she grabbed at the knife handle and yanked it out of my body.

That’s when I felt it.

I felt the cold metal leave my flesh, and then I felt the ground melt and shift underneath me. My head whirled, I was dizzy, I felt every beat of my heart as the blood was forced out of the wound in my side.

Cassie was still screaming.

My knees gave out.

I hit the ground.

And suddenly there was silence.

Blackness.

And then birdsong.

The Miami sidewalk was gone. The car was gone. Tyler, Cassie, all of it was gone.

Instead, I was on my knees in the middle of a forest.

Sunlight filtered through the tree branches overhead. I was kneeling on a soft carpet of dark green moss, loose leaves, and small twigs. The air smelled fresh and green. A bird sang somewhere nearby.

I jumped to my feet and spun around as I tried to take in what had just happened. Then I remembered Cassie and the knife, and I grabbed at my side to check the damage.

Except there wasn’t any.

My jacket wasn’t even ripped, and when I hiked up my shirt to check my side, the skin there was intact.

Out of habit, I checked the rest of my weapons. My pistol was still in my shoulder holster. My knife was still on my belt.

I turned around again, this time more slowly as I checked the area for any unknown assailant who might have caused this.

But there was no one else here. It seemed that I was alone.

I took in a deep breath that smelled like a car air freshener and let it out slowly.

“Okay,” I said out loud.

The familiar sound of my own voice was a steadying comfort among the birdsong and rustle of tree branches.

I took another breath and listed out the facts in my mind.

I wasn’t in Miami anymore. I had been stabbed, and instead of waking up in a hospital bed or slowly bleeding out in the back of an ambulance, I’d woken up in the middle of a forest. I was still in the clothes I’d been wearing earlier. I still had my weapons. My phone, wallet, and keys were in my pockets, along with a fuzzy stick of gum that had worked its way out of its wrapper.

Perhaps this was a dream. Maybe I’d been drugged with something.

Or maybe I was dead, and this was hell.

Shit, I hadn’t lived that bad of a life, had I?

The idea of hell being a forest straight out of a Bob Ross painting was so absurd I snorted out a laugh that sent the singing bird into startled silence. And that, in a way, was what convinced me this wasn’t some weird dream or acid-fueled hallucination.

It felt too goddamn real to be a hallucination. I could smell the trees around me, I could feel the dampness seeping through the knees of my jeans where they touched the ground, I could see the golden sunlight coming through the trees, and it was just too fucking real to have been conjured out of my own subconscious.

I knew my strengths, and hallucinating picturesque forests complete with birdsong wasn’t one of them. My imagination wasn’t that vivid.

I took out my phone, but the screen was black. It wouldn’t even turn on.

“Aw, man,” I said out loud. “How can I update my Snapchat now?”

I snickered to myself at my dumb joke, and that helped steady me as well.

“Alright, Elliot,” I said. “You’re in a forest. Now what?”

I didn’t even need to think about it.

Old habits kicked in, and I knew my first step was to explore the area. An unfamiliar location was a potentially dangerous location, and although I had my knife and my gun ready, I didn’t want to take any unnecessary risks until I knew more about the place where I’d ended up.

I checked my weapons again out of habit. And as I did so, I realized I was grinning. This wasn’t how I’d imagined spending my evening, but hell, exploring an unknown forest beat babysitting Tyler the podcaster.

I peered up at the sky. I needed to get some idea of where I was heading. If this forest was a safe place, I didn’t want to leave it without any way of knowing how to get back. I had no idea what hemisphere I was in now, so my normal tricks of figuring out directions might not work here. Still, it wouldn’t hurt to try.

I looked around until I found a long stick. I drove one end of it into the soft soil and placed a small stone at the end of the shadow. Then I moved around and checked the surrounding area to see what kinds of plants were growing here.

I was in luck. There was moss growing on the ground around the roots of a tree sticking up out of the soil. When I checked the tree trunk, and the trunks of the trees nearby, there was moss growing there as well. And only on one side of the trunk.

I nodded, then went back to the stick I’d planted in the ground and waited.

After about twenty minutes had passed, the stick’s shadow had moved from its original position that I’d marked with the stone. I took another stone and placed it at the end of the shadow’s new position.

In the northern hemisphere, the first stone would signify west, the new stone would signify east, and the way to find north would be to look between those two points.

I positioned myself between the two stones and gazed ahead into the trees. Then I gave a satisfied nod.

According to the shadows, north was generally ahead of me.

So I pointed myself in the direction of what I figured was north and started walking.

My boots made little noise on the soft ground. They occasionally squelched when I walked through a damp patch of earth, but I was pretty good at moving quietly. The birds started singing again, and the wind rustled in the treetops.

I had to admit, it was pretty freaking idyllic here.

I’d never seen trees so big or so tall. Some of the trunks were so wide I didn’t think two men could have spanned them with their arms linked. The sunlight filtered through their translucent leaves, and when the wind fluttered the foliage, it sent little scraps of light dancing here and there over the mossy ground.

After about twenty minutes of walking, I realized I was heading at least a little west based on the way the sun traveled with me. Then the trees suddenly started to thin. The ground became drier, and the birdsong changed to the sharp cry of gulls.

I paused and sniffed the air.

I was near the ocean.

I quickened my pace a little, and in a few minutes, I came out of the trees onto a stretch of tough, windswept grass. The ground dipped down sharply and then leveled out into tall sand dunes and more patches of dry, sunburned grass.

The way ahead was between two dunes that rose up on either side. In the near distance, between the dunes, I saw the bright, shifting waters of the sea.

I glanced around, but the dunes were too high for me to get a good look at the surrounding area.

I stepped off the grass into the shifting sand and slowly made my way between the dunes toward the sea. The wind was stronger down by the water, but it was blowing in from behind me, and it whipped loose sand against the back of my legs with a hissing sound.

I reached the end of the dune and carefully peered around the end. Then I immediately ducked back behind the dune with one hand ready on my knife. I gave it a moment then slowly looked around the corner again.

About two hundred feet away was a camp of roughly thirty men.

And there was a fucking huge ship pulled up on the shore next to them.

It was the kind of thing I was sure I’d seen in a movie at some point. It was really big, maybe sixty feet long, and it had a mast with a red sail tied up at the top. The front of the ship was carved into a figurehead of a ferocious-looking wolf with open, snarling jaws, and glowering eyes.

The men in the camp looked like exactly the kind of warriors who would travel in a wolf boat like that. They were wearing fur collars and leather armor studded with iron spikes. Some of them were wearing iron helmets that fit like tight sheaths over their heads.

“God damn,” I breathed to myself.

This was intense.

These guys looked like warriors from a fantasy movie. Or a history book.

Had I gone back in time?

That was crazy. But maybe no more crazy than being transported to a different land. If I could change space, then why not time? I’d watched a few episodes of Star Trek: Voyager, and I was pretty sure there’d been an episode that said how time moved differently in different places in the universe.

My eyes traveled over the warriors in the camp. Now that my initial shock had died down a bit, I could take in some of the details of the scene in front of me.

At first, I’d thought all the people I could see were warriors, but as I watched, a couple of them moved aside, and I saw there was another man in the middle of the crowd.

He wasn’t wearing any armor, and his face was covered in blood. There was an ugly gash at the bridge of his nose that made me think it had been broken, and he looked around at the warriors with wild terror in his eyes. He cried out something, but none of the warriors responded to him.

I couldn’t hear what he was saying because I was too far away.

I hesitated as my eyes darted over the scene, and then I turned around and examined the rest of my surroundings. The camp was still a good distance from where I was, but it wasn’t so far away that they wouldn’t notice if I tried to get closer. There were other dunes closer by, but there was no way I could get to them easily without risking revealing myself.

Did I want to take that risk?

I chewed on my cheek as I considered the situation.

One of the warriors grabbed the battered man and forced him down onto his knees. He held him by the shoulders, and another warrior approached with something in his hands.

I squinted hard to try and make out what it was. A clutch of horror stabbed at me, followed by white-hot fury, as I realized that it was an iron collar.

The wounded guy started yelling, and this time I caught some of what he said.

“No!” he cried. “You can’t do this, please!”

One of the warriors shouted back at him in a hoarse, guttural language I didn’t recognize. And then he backhanded him across the face.

I hissed through my teeth, and my hands clenched into fists.

My hand went to my holster as I started to count the number of fuckers I would have to take out against the number of rounds in my pistol. I had an extra magazine in my belt as well, if things got really nasty.

The two warriors forced the iron collar around the man’s neck and shoved in a bolt at the back to keep it closed. Then they let him go.

And that was when he made his move.

The man leaped over the fire and tore off toward the dunes.

“Come on,” I muttered under my breath. “Come on, come on…”

The man’s feet were slipping and sliding in the sand. He’d been badly beaten, he was probably dizzy from his broken nose, and he was definitely terrified and not thinking straight.

He barely made it ten feet before three of the warriors caught up with him.

They grabbed him and tried to haul him back, but he fought like a wild animal. He hooked his leg around one of the warriors’ knees and sent him crashing down to the ground. He jabbed his elbow into another warrior’s throat and managed to land a wild blow on another’s forehead.

That warrior let out a roar of pain and fury. He grabbed the man and shook him like a dog with a bone, and then he pulled out the long knife from his belt and cut the man’s throat as easily as if he’d been slaughtering a pig.

The man’s body spasmed, and dark red arterial blood gushed out from the red valley that had been opened in his throat. It washed down over the warrior’s arm, but he didn’t even flinch.

I watched in horror as the man jerked and gurgled for a few horrible minutes. Then the warrior dropped him, and his body fell with a thud. He laid there and twitched in his final throes while his blood sank into the sand.

The other warriors picked themselves up with grunts of anger. One of them spat on their captive’s lifeless body before all of them stamped back to their camp.

My fists were clenched in rage. My instinct was to hurl myself out from behind the dune and take out as many of these fuckers as I could. But I tried to calm myself down. I had two full magazines with sixteen rounds in each one, but there was easily that number of warriors on the beach.

I had to be smart about this.

I was just one guy, and although I was a good shot, I couldn’t count on every round being a kill shot. There was too much room for error here. And, besides, I didn’t know the context of what was going on. It looked fucking brutal, but maybe the captive had deserved it. He could have been a serial killer, a cannibal, or some kind of criminal.

I didn’t know what was going on, and I couldn’t afford to throw myself into a situation blind like this.

So, as much as I hated it, I made myself creep back down the dune and head away from the camp. I might not have been able to save that guy, but I wasn’t going to forget him.

This didn’t seem like the kind of world where calling the cops was an option, but there had to be some kind of justice system in place, right? Someone was going to care that those warriors had just slaughtered a helpless guy in cold blood.

I walked back toward the forest. When I reached the spot I’d come out of, I paused for a moment to get my bearings against the sun, and then I retraced my steps a little bit and walked back along the coastline.

I kept to the edge of the trees so I couldn’t be spotted from the beach but still had a distant view of the ocean on my right. The warrior camp was hidden among the dunes, but I could see the tall mast of the wolf ship. The rolled-up red sail stood out like an infected wound against the bright blue sky, and I couldn’t shake the image of that dark slice opened up in the captive’s throat. And how casually the warrior had allowed his blood to spill over him.

I was very glad I had my weapons with me.

The line of trees moved back even further from the beach, and the dunes grew flatter while the grass became thicker and longer. The sun was strong, and I was starting to sweat, so I moved deeper into the trees. Their cool shade welcomed me, and I was glad to leave the beach and its horrors behind, at least for now.

I walked deeper into the forest, and as I did so, I noticed a sound.

I had to pause for a moment to catch what it was. And then I realized it was a river.

It was faint and far away, but it was unmistakably the sound of rushing water.

I headed toward the sound, and after a minute of steady walking, I came out through the trees by a wide river.

The ground underfoot abruptly changed from soft mossy earth to hard stones and pebbles, and I halted to stare in wonder at the sight before me. The river was about fifty feet wide, and the surface was broken everywhere with huge gray rocks. The current was fierce, and the water frothed white and violent where it broke against the rocks sticking up like the broken teeth of some huge beast that laid asleep on the riverbed.

On the other side of the river at the very edge of the water was an enormous mound of rock the size of an army tank. All around the big rock were more rocks in huge, gray formations and towers. There was a set of two upright stones with a third stone placed lengthways on top so it looked like a doorway. There were more of these stone doorways, along with what looked like it might have once been a stone circle. Several of the stones had fallen over, and some were cracked and broken in half.

But even so, the whole place had an impressive, eerie quality to it.

The stone formations looked too intentional to have formed there naturally, but I couldn’t tell what kind of equipment would be needed to lift stones that big and that heavy. Did the warriors I’d seen on the beach have that kind of technology?

The ancient Egyptians had built the pyramids, but they’d had an advanced society, hadn’t they? They seemed a bit more technologically savvy than the fur-wearing, sword-wielding thugs on the beach.

Although, now that I thought about it, I was pretty sure the pyramids had been built on the backs of slaves. And I was also pretty sure that had been what that business with the iron collar had been all about.

I grinned without humor.

Perhaps those warriors had exactly the right equipment to build stone formations like this.

But that raised another question. Who were those warriors? Was this their land? Had they been returning from a raid somewhere else, or were they on a raid right now?

I had no way of answering any of my questions. So instead I just carried on walking along the river.

The current slowed a little the further down the river I went. There weren’t as many rocks sticking out of the water, and the riverbed seemed to level out, which softened the noise of the current. But even though the water was less rocky, the stone formations on the other side of the river were just as magnificent.

I saw more of the stone doorways, and there were also stone towers that had been made by balancing stones on top of each other. It looked incredibly precarious, like it would only take one loud sneeze for all of it to come crashing down.

The woods continued on the other side of the river, but there was a sizable gap between the edge of the riverbank and the start of the tree line. It almost looked like the trees were avoiding the stones and had purposefully decided to give the formations a wide berth.

That probably wasn’t the case.

But it still made me keep a close and wary eye on the other side of the river, which paid off when I saw a flash of movement.

My eyes found the shapes of three warriors running between the trees on the opposite bank. Their heads were down, and they each had either a knife or an axe in their hands. They were chasing something or someone.

And a second later, their prey burst out of the tree line.

It was a woman.

She had a sword, and she spun around as soon as she reached the rocks with her blade held high. The warriors let out a roar as they saw her cornered by the edge of the bank, and they descended on her.

I snatched my gun from my holster and leveled it at them, but the four of them were bunched too close together. I didn’t want to accidentally hit the woman.

I shoved my gun back into its holster and looked around frantically. A little further along the river, there were a few more rocks jutting out of the surface of the water. It was risky, but it was the only way across I could see without splashing through the river and giving away my approach.

I ran to the very edge of the water, gauged the distance between the bank and the first stone, and then leaped for it.

My boots landed on the dark, wet stone.

The water rushed and splashed all around my feet, but I didn’t slip.

I paused for a split second to breathe, judged the distance to the next stone, and then jumped again.

I made it across the rushing river and finally landed on the solid bank on the other side. As soon as my feet hit the ground, I started running back to where the woman and the warriors were still fighting.

One of the warriors was on the ground, and the woman’s blade was stained red up to the hilt, but I only had a second to take all of that in before my eye was caught by something else.

There was a huge rock by the edge of the water. It wasn’t that big, perhaps about three feet wide, but it seemed to glitter and gleam under the sunlight. It was probably just a trick of the light on the wet rock, but there was something sticking out of the top that definitely was gleaming.

It looked like the handle of a sword.

I didn’t stop to think about how weird that was.

Instead, I just ran up to the stone, grabbed hold of the handle, and yanked as hard as I could.

The sword came free of the stone like a knife gliding out of warm butter.

The blade was so bright that, for a second, it blinded me, and a wave of dizziness swirled through my head. A strange cry sounded in my ears, like an elephant’s trumpet or a cougar’s scream. I smelled salt water, and blood, and something fresh and spicy like a woman’s perfume.

And then my eyes cleared, and all I felt was the hard, true weight of the sword in my hand.

I spun around with the blade up.

But I was too late.

The second warrior was on the ground next to the first, and the woman was dragging her sword out of the third warrior’s chest cavity. He fell silently to the ground.

I stared at the sight of three dead warriors and the woman who had killed them.

“Wow,” I said. “Good work.”

The woman was staring at me.

“How did you do that?” she cried.
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Chapter 2

“Do what?” I asked in surprise.

“The sword.” She was still staring at me. “Where did you get it?”

“Oh, it was there.” I nodded toward the rock I’d pulled it out of.

The woman stepped over to the stone and examined it carefully. She ran her hands over the rugged surface and studied the narrow slit that had held the blade.

I tried not to stare, but I was as fascinated by her as she was by the stone.

It wasn’t just that this woman had taken out three armed and brutal warriors on her own. And with a fucking sword, no less.

But she was also fucking gorgeous.

She looked like a goddamn movie star. She was a little shorter than me, maybe around five foot eight or nine. Her skin was slightly tanned, and she had a lean, toned build, like a runner or a gymnast.

Her hair was a light brown at the roots and lightened to blonde at the ends, which I guessed had been bleached by the sun. It was in a long braid that hung down her back, and the end was tied with a long, thin piece of leather.

Her eyes were hazel, her eyebrows were straight and a little darker than her roots, and there was a tiny scar on her top lip. She wore a battered metal breastplate that was fastened with leather straps, and there was a belt around her narrow waist that held the scabbard for the short, straight sword she still held.

She was gorgeous.

She also looked like she could kick my ass, which I couldn’t deny was a very specific turn-on of mine.

She finished her study of the stone and looked up at me with a complicated mixture of emotions in her hazel eyes.

“You pulled it out of here.” The way she said it made it sound like a statement rather than a question.

“Uh, yeah,” I said.

“Can you do it again?” she asked.

There was a brief pause while I considered what to say to that.

“Um…” I said.

I hoped that might prompt her to offer some more context, but she just looked at me like it was a totally normal thing to ask someone.

“Are you okay?” I asked her. “Did those guys get you?”

She looked startled. “What do you mean?”

“You know.” I nodded toward the pile of corpses. “The three very angry, very muscled, very armed warriors who were attacking you.”

“Oh, I see.” A look of contempt passed over her beautiful face. “No. Those dogs didn’t touch me.”

“Dogs, huh?” I raised my eyebrows.

From my limited experience with them, I didn’t have the fondest feelings toward the warriors, but it was nothing compared to the raw fury in this woman’s voice.

I glanced down at the bodies. It wasn’t a pretty sight, but at least now I had a better look at the kind of men they were.

They all looked pretty similar. If they weren’t related, they were at least definitely from the same place. Their skin was fair, and all three of them had heavy drooping mustaches that were a sandy-blond color. Their bright blue eyes stared sightlessly up at the sky.

They were all wearing similar clothes that consisted of rough brown pants and long-sleeved shirts that were dyed either blue or red. They had thick leather belts around their waists that were studded with short iron spikes, and they wore simple leather shoes. There were leather straps wrapped around the bottom of their pants legs, which kept them bound close to their legs. I guessed it was for mobility and for extra warmth.

Each man had a heavy fur cape around his shoulders that looked like it might have come from a bear, and each man had a heavy gold brooch keeping the cape fastened. One man’s brooch was studded with rubies, another had emeralds, and the third man’s brooch was etched with a carving of a wolf, like the one that had been at the front of their ship.

The man with the wolf brooch was the only one of them who wore a helmet. It was a tight metal cap that fit on top of his head and came to a point. The middle seam was reinforced with another piece of metal that was studded with metal rivets. The brim of the helmet reached to his eyebrows, and there was a metal piece in the middle of the brim that covered his nose.

All three of them wore armor. The man with the wolf brooch had a chain mail vest on that reached to his waist, but the other two men wore vests made of tough, boiled leather that looked kind of like the woman’s breastplate.

I took all of this in and then glanced up at the woman in question.

She was watching me with a wary look in her eyes.

I smiled at her in a reassuring way, but she didn’t smile back.

“Can you do it again?” she asked in a persistent tone. “Can you draw the sword from the stone again?”

“That’s a weird thing to ask,” I told her bluntly.

“Perhaps,” she said. “And yet, still I ask it.”

There was a lilt to her accent that I couldn’t quite place. It wasn’t American, I knew that for a fact.

I exhaled, then shrugged and reached over to the stone. I slid the sword back into the slot where I’d pulled it from then stepped back with a flourish.

“There you go,” I said.

She glanced at me and then back at the sword.

“Take it out,” she directed.

I lifted my eyebrows, and she seemed to check herself.

“Please,” she added.

I gave a wry grin then reached out and yanked the sword free.

The woman stared at me. Her eyebrows drew together.

“Please,” she said. “One more time. Indulge me.”

I sighed and slid the sword back into the stone.

This time, the woman walked all around the stone so she could examine it from every angle. She walked around it once with her eyes fixed on the sword, and then she walked around it again, but this time with her hand resting lightly on the handle.

It was like she expected the sword to fly away or vanish or something.

Finally, she seemed to be satisfied with it, and she took a step back from the stone and invited me to take the sword with a little nod of her head.

“You try,” I said.

She looked around quickly with a startled expression on her face. “What?”

“Go on,” I said. “You’re so interested in the sword, you take it.”

“No.” She shook her head instantly.

“Go on,” I pushed.

The woman bit her lower lip. She stepped back up to the stone and closed her fingers around the handle.

I was a bit confused because her muscles tensed, her nostrils flared, and the tendons in her neck stood out from the strain. But the sword didn’t move an inch.

Finally, she released her grip and stepped back with a nod.

I looked at her in confusion. Maybe the warriors actually had wounded her, but she was too proud to admit it to me.

Fair enough, I probably wouldn’t let a stranger know that I was wounded and vulnerable, either.

“Go on,” she said. “Take it.”

I stepped up to the sword, wrapped my fingers around the handle, and effortlessly pulled it free from the stone.

The woman let out a sharp gasp.

I looked at her with a slight frown of confusion on my face. I didn’t understand her reaction, but she was staring at me like I’d grown an extra head. I raised my eyebrows at her, and her cheeks flushed a little, but she didn’t look away from me. Or from the sword in my hand.

I shrugged and looked down at the weapon that was taking her interest.

It was a really long thing, much longer than the sword the woman had, and it was heavy as well. The handle was made of metal and very thick. My instinct was to try and hold it with both hands, but the handle wasn’t long enough for that. There was a swirling pattern etched on the handle, and on the very top part of the handle, which I thought vaguely might be called the pommel, there was an etching of a dragon. It was a short-legged, sinuous beast with spread wings and a curling tail.

The sword was beautiful. It was extremely heavy and unwieldy, but it was a gorgeous piece of equipment.

I looked up from the weapon to find the woman still staring at me.

Her eyes ran over me, and I could feel her studying my face, my clothes, and the way I held myself. She was taking stock of me in the same way I’d done to her, which was an odd feeling. I wasn’t used to someone else sharing that same level of observation.

The woman’s straight eyebrows drew together into a slight frown.

“You’re not from here,” she said. Again, it sounded more like a statement than a question. “Your clothes are different. Your voice is different. You carry yourself like a warrior, but you don’t hold the sword like one.”

“You have a good eye,” I commented.

“You’re not from here,” she repeated.

“You’re right,” I said. “I’m not.”

She paused until it became obvious I wasn’t going to volunteer the information unless she asked me outright.

“Where are you from?” she asked.

“Florida,” I replied.

I had a feeling that would mean nothing to her, and I was right. Her frown deepened.

“Where is that?” she asked.

“From here?” I shrugged. “Honestly, I’m not sure.”

“You’re not sure,” she repeated. “Yet here you are. With the sword in your hand.”

I was intrigued by the way she said “the sword.” Not “a sword” but “the sword. “

The way she looked at it was weird as well. She kept glancing at it like she was worried about it, but that made no sense. I’d literally just seen her take out three armed warriors single-handedly. She didn’t have any reason to be worried about me attacking her with a sword I could barely lift, much less use effectively.

“Here I am,” I agreed. “Where is here?”

She narrowed her eyes. “You are in Prydain.”

“Prih-dine,” I repeated slowly.

Yeah, I definitely wasn’t in Kansas anymore.

“Do you know where Prydain is?” she asked. “Is it on your maps?”

“No,” I said honestly. “It sure isn’t. I’m guessing Florida isn’t on your maps, either.”

“How did you come here?” she asked.

“I don’t know,” I replied. “One minute I was on the sidewalk doing my job… the next minute, I was here.”

The woman thought about that for a moment. And then, to my surprise, she nodded.

I’d thought she might be at least a little bit freaked out by that, but she seemed to take it in stride without any more questions.

Which was another weird thing.

And to be honest, I was getting a bit overloaded by just how much weird stuff had happened today.

I’d just seen a man get murdered, for Christ’s sake, and now here I was talking to a woman whose sword blade was still dripping with the blood of three men she’d just killed. They’d had it coming, but even so. It was a lot for a guy to deal with.

“Well, then,” I said. “You’ve probably got things to be getting to, so I’ll get out of your hair.”

“My hair?” She frowned in confusion.

“Yeah.” I gave her a little wave and turned to leave.

“No!” she shouted.

I turned back just in time to see her raise her blade. Instinct made me haul my own sword into the air to block her attack. Our two blades shone under the sun as we stared at each other.

“Hey,” I said. “I’m just minding my own business, okay?”

“You can’t go,” she said.

I studied her face for a clue about what was going on. She looked anxious. And scared? Fearful?

No.

Desperate.

There was desperation in her voice.

Fuck, what the hell was going on here?

“Okay,” I said in a slow tone. “Why can’t I go?”

“You…” She shook her head. “Who are you?”

“I don’t really like giving my name to people who have their swords pointed at me,” I said.

The woman’s eyes darted from my blade to my face. She swallowed. Then she stepped back and lowered her sword. She looked at the dark stains still clinging to the metal, and then she walked a few paces over to where the rocky ground ended and the soft mossy earth of the forest began again. She knelt down and cleaned her sword on the damp grass, then finished up by wiping it on one of the dead guy’s pants to get rid of the final specks of gore still clinging to it.

Then she turned around and slid the sword back into her sheath.

It was a gesture of trust, and I was hit by a flash of respect toward her. She was showing me that she was ready to talk, and she wasn’t going to try to attack me.

She raised her chin, and the breeze tugged a few light strands of hair from her braid and danced them across her face.

“I am Bedwyr,” she said.

“Bed-oh-weer.” I sounded out each syllable to make sure I was saying it right.

I had no idea what kind of name that was. It didn’t help clear up whether this was a historical or magical setting. Perhaps if I’d recognized the faint, almost musical lilt of her accent, it would have made more sense to me, but I was still in the dark about where this place was.

Or when.

Or if it was even Earth at all.

“Yes.” She nodded. “I am Prydanan. I live near here in a small settlement. I was out scouting the land around my village in case there were any Saecs nearby. And there were. That is why I killed those men.”

We both glanced over at the three corpses lying on the rocky ground.

“Saecs,” I said. “That’s who they are?”

“Saec scum.” Bedwyr’s face twisted into a bitter scowl. “They raid our shores, burn our farms, take our people as slaves.”

“Shit.” I frowned. “Well, I’m glad you killed them, then.”

That cleared up the mystery of what I’d seen at the beach. The warriors had come here to raid and take slaves. That poor bastard they murdered knew exactly what that iron collar had meant. He’d rather make a break for freedom than peacefully submit to being collared and chained up like a dog.

“They’ve been coming here for years now,” Bedwyr said. “It’s– it’s been a hard time for us. For all of Prydain.”

She swallowed.

There was a slight tremor in her voice, and I wondered if she’d lost loved ones to the raiders.

“Isn’t anyone doing anything about it?” I asked.

Bedwyr lifted one narrow shoulder in a shrug. “What can we do? We’re farmers.”

“You’re not.” I lifted my eyebrows and nodded toward her armor. “A farmer didn’t make that breastplate.”

“Even farms have a blacksmith,” she retorted. “I found this. And my sword. Liathan, the blacksmith in our village, he mended it and altered it so it would fit me better.”

That made sense. It had clearly been made for a man, and for a man much broader than she was. Now that she’d mentioned mending it, I could see the welded line at the top of the breastplate near the strap where some blade must have cut its way through it.

That almost certainly meant the last person who’d worn it was dead now.

I wondered if she’d taken it from their fallen body.

I couldn’t help but study Bedwyr again. Who was this woman standing in front of me who could kill three men with a stolen sword?

“So you’re… a scout?” I asked. “A soldier?”

“I’m a warrior,” she retorted.

There was an edge to her words, and I wondered if it was a sore point for her. Perhaps she’d had to face opposition to get where she was today.

“A warrior,” I repeated. “So some of you are fighting against these raiders, then?”

Bedwyr’s lips tightened. She looked out across the churning river water. The sun was much lower in the sky now, and the golden light highlighted her delicate cheekbones and the shadow under her smooth, long jawline. It turned the free wisps of her hair to burnished brass, and her battered breastplate was transformed to shining gold in the soft early evening light.

She looked like a goddamn painting, and she didn’t even seem to know it.

“It’s a hard struggle,” she said in a low voice. “We were fighters, once. But we’re a conquered people. We’ve forgotten who we once were.”

“And now you’re… farmers?” I was trying to get a handle on what she was saying. “Who conquered you? These raiders? The– Saecs?”

“No.” She shook her head so strongly that her long braid of hair thudded against her breastplate. “That was long ago.”

She looked at me with a slight frown on her face.

“But you know this already,” she said. “You’re testing me.”

“Um… no.” I lifted my eyebrows. “I told you. I’m not from here.”

“But you know this, don’t you?” she pressed. “You know about all of this.”

“All of what?” I asked.

“All of this!” she exclaimed and threw out her arm in an expansive gesture that seemed to indicate the river, the stones, the trees, and the whole scene.

I paused. “Not really. Sorry.”

“You know,” she insisted, and that desperate note was back in her voice. “You have to know.”

“Look, Bedwyr, I’m sorry,” I said, and I couldn’t hide the irritation in my tone. “I literally just arrived here, okay? I don’t know shit about anything. I’m here, and I just want to go home. Back to Florida. Where I come from.”

“No.” She shook her head. “You can’t go.”

“Are you going to threaten me with your sword again?” I frowned. “I thought we’d moved past that.”

“I don’t understand,” Bedwyr pleaded. “Please. Help me understand.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about!” My voice rose in frustration. “I arrived here, I don’t know how I got here, I don’t know why I’m here, I don’t know what’s going on, okay? Whatever you think I should know, I don’t know it.”

“But you have to,” she insisted. “This is the way of it!”

“What does that mean?” I said in exasperation.

“You have to know,” she said again. “You’re here, the sword is in your hand, you have to know!”

“Look.” I exhaled sharply. “You know what, I think I figured this out. You’ve got the wrong guy.”

“There is no wrong guy,” she said in such a confident tone that I couldn’t hold back a snort.

“There is,” I retorted. “And I’m him. It’s me. Alright? I’m not whoever you think I am.”

“Then who are you?” She folded her arms.

“My name is Elliot, okay?” I told her. “Like I said. I’m from Florida. I’m in private security. I was on the sidewalk doing my job, and then I was suddenly here. That’s it. That’s all there is to the story. So whoever you’re looking for, it’s not me. Sorry. Maybe there’s some other helpless guy running around these woods that you’re meant to find. But it’s not me.”

Bedwyr stared at me.

“Elliot,” she said slowly.

“That’s me.” I shrugged.

“No.” She shook her head.

“Um, yes,” I said in a firm tone.

“No,” she said.

“For Christ’s sake,” I sighed. “I think I know my own name.”

“Your name is Arthur,” she said.

I froze.

My heart suddenly dropped.

“What?” I blurted out.

“Your name is Arthur,” Bedwyr said in a slow, insistent voice.

“No, I…” I shook my head. “I’m sorry, but how the fuck do you know that?”

“Because that’s your name!” she insisted.

“No, it fucking isn’t!” I couldn’t help my voice rising. “My name is Elliot. I go by Elliot.”

My voice seemed to echo against the craggy rocks rising up around us.

Bedwyr just looked at me with her steady hazel eyes. The desperate look had gone from her face, and instead, there was a quiet confidence there that was somehow even more unsettling.

“Yes,” she said in a quiet voice.

“No,” I growled. “I don’t know how you know that, but I don’t use Arthur. I fucking hate it, it’s a fucking grandpa name. So I use my middle name. Which is Elliot. My name is Elliot. Just Elliot.”

“Your name is Arthur,” she said, and a smile hovered around her lips. “You have pulled the sword from the stone. And you are, by destiny, the rightful king of Prydain.”
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Chapter 3

There were a few minutes of silence where my brain refused to compute what Bedwyr had just said.

I could have laughed, or raged, or done anything, but her words were so strange, so alien, and so completely ridiculous that all I could do was stare at her.

I stared at the beautiful woman in the battered armor who’d just killed three bloodthirsty warriors. Who was standing by the side of a river in a forest where I had been transported to by some mysterious force I couldn’t even begin to understand.

“Fucking pardon me?” I finally spluttered.

“You are Arthur, the prophesied king of Prydain.” The smile didn’t leave Bedwyr’s face. If anything, it deepened. “You will bring peace to the land and to all people. The sword in your hand is proof of this.”

“Uh…” I looked down at the sword, then at her, then at the stone that had started all of this. “But…”

Bedwyr cocked her head. “I understand this may seem a surprise. But there is no mistake. It is the way of it.”

“Is it?” I stared at her. “Says who?”

“Myrthin,” she replied, as though that should have been obvious.

“Merlin?” I repeated in disbelief.

“Myrthin,” she corrected.

“Oh. I’m sorry. My mistake. Myrthin.” My voice was dripping with sarcasm, but I couldn’t help it.

This was too ridiculous.

This was the plot of a fucking Disney movie.

I’d watched The Sword In The Stone probably almost thirty years ago. I remembered the important stuff– the sword, the stone, the kid called Arthur, the wizard Merlin– but this didn’t seem to be at all similar to the world of that animated movie. From what I remembered, the story had been about Arthur turning into a squirrel or something. There had been a very distinct lack of bloodthirsty raiders taking the local people as slaves.

And there hadn’t been anyone like Bedwyr.

I might have been only five when I saw the movie, but I knew I would have remembered someone like her.

I exhaled and ran my fingers through my hair. “Right. So. Myrthin. He’s a wizard, right?”

“An enchanter,” she corrected me. “And yes. So you do know him?”

“No.” I shook my head. “But where I come from, we have stories about people like him.”

“I see.” She nodded. “Then you have stories about the prophecies as well?”

“Well, not really. I mean, kind of?” My head was starting to hurt. “Where I come from, we have stories about enchanters and prophecies and kings and all of that. But they’re just stories. Kids’ stuff. For children.”

“We have stories, too,” Bedwyr said. “But they’re not for children. We believe them because they are real. You’ve arrived here, haven’t you? Myrthin foretold it years ago.”

“Yeah, but… Fuck me, I’m not– I can’t be…” I let out a disbelieving laugh. “It’s just crazy!”

Bedwyr looked at me steadily. “Perhaps. But that doesn’t mean it’s wrong.”

There was something so solid in her confidence. She truly believed it. Every word.

She believed that I was here because I was prophesied to become the king of this place. Prydain.

And that couldn’t be real, could it? Things like that just didn’t happen.

Although, to be fair, getting transported into the middle of a forest shouldn’t have been something that happened, either. And she’d known what my given name was, even if I didn’t use it.

Something cold fell on the back of my neck and interrupted my thoughts.

I glanced up and saw that thick gray clouds had started to gather over the treetops. Golden hour was over, and the evening was well on the way, along with some heavy rain clouds.

Another drop fell on my forehead, and I blinked in reflex.

“Come,” Bedwyr said. “It’s late, it’s raining, and it’s a lot of information for you to deal with. Let’s go to my village, and you can rest there.”

Old habits made me hesitate. I was a stranger in a strange land, and normally I would try to find some other kind of shelter before I accepted an offer from someone I didn’t know. Bedwyr had shown herself to be a fierce fighter, and someone not to be messed with.

But if I believed her story, then she would have no reason to want to hurt me. In fact, the opposite was true.

I looked down at the heavy sword in my hand. The metal gleamed dully in the fading light, and a fat drop of rain fell and burst against the blade.

“Come,” Bedwyr said again. “I give you my word that no harm will come to you.”

“Okay.” I nodded.

Bedwyr turned and walked up the rocky bank further into the trees and away from the river.

I followed her, and we walked through the forest side by side. The rain started to patter on the leaves above our heads, and the soft ground became even softer as the moisture trickled down into the leaf litter. The smell of wet wood rose into the air, and I breathed it in deeply. It smelled fresh and spicy, like a really expensive aftershave.

“These are pine trees,” Bedwyr said.

I glanced around at her, and she smiled.

“The smell,” she said. “It always comes through strongly in the rain, especially after a warm day.”

“They smell great,” I agreed. “Really fragrant.”

“I love their scent,” she said, and she tilted her face back and inhaled deeply. “It always reminds me of home.”

The shadows slipped down over her sculpted face and nestled in the collar of her tunic. Her hair looked darker now than it had by the riverbank, but I still remembered that halo of golden brightness that had shone all around her.

After walking for about an hour, I started to hear other noises above the pitter-patter of the rain. I smelled woodsmoke, and then we came out into a wide clearing where there was a tall wooden fence arranged in a circle. It looked like the perimeter of an enclosure. A plume of gray smoke rose up into the air from inside the fence, and I could hear the sounds of people talking and a baby crying coming from within.

The top of the fence was pointed, and between the points, I saw a man looking down at us.

“Halt!” he shouted.

“It’s me, Beric,” Bedwyr called up to him. “It’s Bedwyr.”

“Who’s that with you?” the man asked.

“An old friend,” Bedwyr said. “He landed on the beach, and I said he could stay the night.”

There was silence while the man apparently considered this, but after a moment, he waved his arm to indicate that we were free to enter.

Bedwyr went to the small door cut in the fence. It had leather hinges, and the wooden planks squeaked against each other as she pulled it open. I noticed the wood was a different color to the surrounding material, and when I looked up and took in the rest of the fence, I saw that it was a complete patchwork of different types of wood. Some bits were old and stained dark with time and smoke, while other bits of the fence were pale.

I followed Bedwyr inside the fence.

Inside were ten or so small round huts. Their roofs were thatched with straw, and the walls were made of woven branches and sticks. The intact huts, at least.

Most of the huts were in total shambles. Their roofs had big gaping holes of missing thatch, the walls had been broken down, and everything was covered with the black smear of recent scorch marks.

The people weren’t much better. I saw a man whose arm ended in a bandaged stump just above the elbow, and two more men with their legs wrapped in splints. The women had ripped clothing and broken noses, and I saw one woman sitting in a doorway who had a massive cut running down her face from her forehead to her chin.

She stared at me as I walked past, and her eyes were dull with anger and hopelessness.

“The raiders came here,” I said to Bedwyr in an undertone.

“Yes.” She nodded grimly. “They came. They burned, they destroyed, they enslaved. Just like they always do.”

Now the mixture of woods at the fence made sense. The damage to the rest of the village looked very recent, so they must have all worked overtime to get their outer perimeter back up that quickly.

The violence and brutality of the Saec raid was clear to see. It was in every splintered wall, every open roof, every cut and bruise.

Bedwyr led the way to a smaller hut near the back of the settlement. This place hadn’t escaped the brutality, either, and there was a big hole in one wall that was in the middle of being repaired by an old man.

He was forcing fresh branches into the existing structure of the wall, and I saw with interest how the wood was woven in and out of standing poles to create a wickerwork effect. It looked like a basket. Additionally, the old man had a bowl by his side that looked like it was full of clay, and the guy was working the clay into the gaps in the wall so it would stand against the elements.

“Glyndas.” Bedwyr nodded to him with a smile. “Thank you.”

The old man gave her a tired nod. His eyes wandered over me, but he wasn’t as curious as I thought he might be. Perhaps he was too tired, or too defeated to wonder about strangers visiting the village.

“It’s almost done,” he said in a slow, croaking voice. “Did you get any of them?”

“Three,” Bedwyr said.

“And not a scratch on you.” He let out a tired, creaking chuckle and then glanced at me. “I don’t know what she told you, but Bedwyr’s the only reason half of us are alive. She fought against the raiders and helped put out the fires they started. We owe her our lives.”

“We all fought hard,” Bedwyr said.

“That we did.” Glyndas looked at the wall and let out a sigh. “That we did.”

Bedwyr stepped forward and touched his shoulder. “You’ve done enough for today. Take a rest.”

“No.” He shook his head. “I’ll finish this wall. Won’t take me much longer, and at least you’ll be warm and dry tonight.”

“Thank you.” She smiled at him, and the old man gave her a weak smile in return.

The door to the hut was made of wood and leather, and the hut was dark when we ducked inside. A little bit of light came from the top of the hut where there was a gap at the very point of the roof, and more came in from the hole in the wall. But Glyndas was right, he was almost finished with the repairs, and it was very dark inside the hut, apart from a faint orange glow coming from the center of the floor.

“Hold on,” Bedwyr said.

She stepped to where the orange glow was, and there was a shuffling sound. Then, suddenly, a light flared, and I realized the dark shape was a round fireplace set into the floor. She’d taken off some kind of cover that had been lying over the smoldering coals, and now as she stirred them around, they flared briefly back into life. She dropped a fresh log onto the coals from the stack of wood by the fireplace. Orange flames leaped up and illuminated Bedwyr’s face as she stepped back from the fire.

She reached for something hanging on a hook over her head. It was a round metal base with something tall sticking out of the top. She held the top of the tall part into the flames, and it caught in a burst of black smoke and then began to burn steadily.

She put the lamp back on the hook.

The tall part looked like a reed or a long thin leaf, and it had a dull sheen to it like it had been coated in wax. I guessed it was a makeshift candle. It didn’t do a whole lot to illuminate the space, but it was just bright enough to see by.

The hut was about twenty feet in diameter. It was all one room, but there was a low mound of blankets and sheepskins in one spot that looked like a bed. There were two wooden stools by the side of the fire, and a couple of long, narrow boxes set against the wall.

It was a simple place, but as the fire grew and Glyndas continued his repairs on the wall, the air started to warm. It wasn’t exactly cozy, but I could see touches here and there where Bedwyr had tried to make the place look nice. There were bunches of dried flowers and herbs hanging on the wall, and there was a small shelf on another spot that held a goblet made of green glass and a collection of seashells.

“Sit,” Bedwyr directed me. “Take off your wet clothes, and I’ll dry them by the fire.”

I was a little apprehensive about the thought of taking off my clothes in this strange place. But I also wasn’t a fan of sitting around in my damp shirt and pants, so I shrugged and took off my jacket. I put my holster and belt on the ground along with the sword then pulled my T-shirt over my head.

I started to unbutton my jeans then paused and glanced up at Bedwyr. She hadn’t turned away, and she met my eyes with that same small smile she’d given me before.

My mouth crooked into a smile of my own.

Bedwyr’s eyes danced, and for the first time since I’d met her, the seriousness she wore like a shield dropped. Her smile was gleeful, almost saucy, and her eyes were bright.

Then she went to the bed and handed me one of the blankets there. It was made of rough red wool, and I started itching the second I threw it around my shoulders. But it was warm, and I was grateful for its thickness and weight. I untied my boots, took off my wet socks and jeans, and gave them to Bedwyr.

She took out a rack that had been folded up against the wall, and she draped my clothes on it in front of the fire. Steam started to rise from the damp fabric almost immediately.

“Tell me if you need another blanket,” she said. “It’s easy to catch a cold after getting caught in the rain.”

“I think I’ll be okay,” I told her. “What about, uh, what about you?”

“I have a clean tunic to change into,” she said in a grave tone. “I won’t need a blanket.”

“Oh, okay. Well…” I gestured. “Don’t let me stop you. You know. Because of catching a cold. After being in the rain.”

Bedwyr’s eyes found mine. She looked at me for a long moment, as though she was considering something. Then she moved to the spot where the bed was and stood with her back to me. She unbuckled the leather straps on her breastplate and put the armor down on the floor with a thud. Her sword belt followed. She bent and undid the laces on her shoes. Then she took the hem of her tunic and pulled it up over her head.

My mouth was suddenly dry.

Through the leaping flames and the haze of smoke from the fire, I could see the smooth, muscled expanse of Bedwyr’s back. Her shoulders were toned, and her biceps rolled smoothly under her skin and created a shifting dark and gold tapestry of strength and movement. She shook out her long braid of hair, and the end of it hit the knobs of her spine halfway down her back.

I followed its sway like it was a hypnotist’s watch chain.

I was transfixed by the play of light on her back. The hills and divots of her spine, the slender span of her waist, her narrow hips rising up out of her rough brown leggings. She turned slightly to the side to reach for a clean tunic, and I caught a tantalizing glimpse of the side of one smooth breast.

Then she pulled the tunic over her head and turned around.

Her eyes immediately found mine, and even through the shadowy depths of the hut, I could see the spark in her eyes.

She’d turned away so I hadn’t seen everything she had to offer. But she’d shown me enough. And she knew it.

But she didn’t say anything about it, and instead, she moved to one of the boxes by the wall. She pulled out a loaf of bread, two bowls, and two spoons. Then she went to the fire. There was a metal rack set up over the flames with a long arm that could swing out of or into the flames. There was a metal pot attached to it by a hook, and Bedwyr poked the flames again with a rod that laid by the hearth then swung the arm into the fire.

She took the lid off the pot and stirred the contents with one of the spoons.

“It’ll be ready soon,” she said. “It just needs to warm through.”

“Thank you,” I said. “Thank you as well for your hospitality. I really appreciate you offering me food and shelter.”

“Well…” She glanced at me. “You are the once and future king.”

I winced.

She smiled at my expression. “You still don’t believe me, do you?”

“C’mon.” I lifted one shoulder in half a shrug. “Would you believe it if someone told you that?”

“I think it would depend,” she replied. “It is a fantastical thing, to be sure, but I suppose if there had been other fantastical occurrences, I might be more inclined to believe.”

“Other fantastical occurrences?” I repeated. “Like what?”

“I don’t know,” she said in a calm tone. “But that is what I would consider.”

I thought about that for a moment.

It was true, if someone had come up to me on the sidewalk and told me I was a long-prophesied monarch, I would have no problem telling them where to go. But I wasn’t on a sidewalk, I wasn’t even in America anymore.

That was a fantastical occurrence alright.

And that reminded me of something else, and I narrowed my eyes slightly at Bedwyr as she stirred the contents of the pot.

“When I told you I came from somewhere else,” I said. “You didn’t seem surprised.”

“I was surprised,” she answered.

“Yeah, maybe a little bit but not to the extent I would have expected,” I said. “I told you I came from somewhere you’d never heard of, and you just rolled with it.”

“‘Rolled with it’?” she questioned.

“You accepted it,” I clarified. “You didn’t seem surprised that I had come from somewhere strange.”

“The world is very wide,” she said simply. “I know our maps are rudimentary.”

That made sense, actually.

I could tell her I came from Greenland, and it might be just the same as saying I came from Krypton.

“And, of course, there are places like the Underworld and Faery,” she said.

“What?” I stared at her.

“Other realms,” she said. “The place you come from. Flora?”

“Florida,” I corrected automatically.

“Florida,” she said. “This is another realm.”

I opened my mouth, then closed it again.

Technically, she wasn’t wrong.

“But that doesn’t freak you out?” I pushed. “It doesn’t frighten you or confuse you? That I might come from another realm?”

“No.” She shook her head. “Bel, the village wise woman, her cousin went to Faery. He brought back a bag of gold that turned into chicken feathers.”

“Right…” I said slowly.

That was another detail to process.

Faery.

Okay.

The rustling and scraping sounds of Glyndas’ repair work halted, and the old man came around to the front door and pushed it open slightly.

“I’m done,” he called.

“Thank you, Glyndas,” Bedwyr replied. “Will you join us for stew tonight?”

“Nay,” he said in a gruff voice. “I’ll be off to my own hut now.”

“Alright,” Bedwyr said. “Thank you again, Glyndas.”

Glyndas grunted and closed the door.

Bedwyr took the bowls and filled them with the steaming contents of the pot. She tore off two hunks of bread from the loaf and dropped one in each bowl then handed one to me along with the other spoon.

I took the bowl eagerly.

“It smells really good,” I told her and dipped my spoon into the fragrant stew.

“Thank you,” she said. “It’s just fox and barley with wild garlic.”

I paused with the spoon halfway to my mouth. “Fox?”

“Yes.” She nodded. “Don’t worry, it’s been well-soaked.”

“Oh. Cool.” I didn’t know what that meant, but I was too hungry to care. It smelled good, so I put the spoon in my mouth and chewed.

I didn’t know what I’d expected fox meat to taste like, but it wasn’t that bad. It was pretty tough, which I guessed was to be expected from eating an animal that had been wild instead of fattened up inside a pen for slaughter. It was chewy, but it had an interesting flavor that reminded me a bit of lamb, just without the greasy texture.

There were vegetables and a grain in the stew as well, and I devoured the whole bowl then leaned back on the stool with a contented sigh.

“More?” Bedwyr offered.

I was about to accept, but then I glanced around the hut and was struck by a realization of what that might mean for her. A second helping for me might mean a day she went hungry.

“No, thank you.” I shook my head. “It tasted great.”

Bedwyr must have seen the hesitation in my eyes. She got up and went to the box on the floor. She took out the rest of the bread and handed it to me.

“Here,” she said.

“No, really, I’m good.” I pushed the bread back to her.

“I insist,” she said in a voice that was gentle but very firm. “You’ve had a long day. You need food, and you need rest. Please, Elliot.”

The fact that she used my preferred name made me glance up at her.

Her hazel eyes were shining softly in the firelight, and she was smiling.

I took the bread from her and nodded. “Thank you.”

Bedwyr went to the bed and picked up her breastplate and sword from where she’d left them. She brought them over to the fire along with a box full of rags, and once she’d sat down on the stool next to me, she started cleaning her equipment.

I watched as her hands moved with practiced ease. She wiped down the leather and metal and cleared away the spatters of dirt and gore that clung there. Some of the blood was stubborn, and she had to scrub hard with the cloth to get the metal shining and clean again.

She took a lump of wax out of the box and worked it into another rag then began to wipe the wax into the leather straps of her breastplate and sword belt.

It was very peaceful watching Bedwyr work. The fire leaped and crackled, and the rain hit against the thatched roof with a hissing sound. I was surprisingly warm with the heavy wool blanket wrapped around me and the flames of the fire toasting my face. I felt full of good food and sleepy with it.

I rested my chin on my hand and watched as Bedwyr turned the breastplate here and there to get into every corner of the metal. The firelight illuminated every ding and dent in the armor, and as I watched Bedwyr’s hands move, I realized that not all of the indentations in the breastplate were from wear and tear. There was a raised emblem still visible on the front. It had been difficult to see it through the dirt and bloodstains on it earlier, but now that it was clean, I could make it out more clearly.

It looked like an eagle with spread wings and a proud head with an angry open beak.

“An eagle,” I commented.

“Yes.” Bedwyr paused in her cleaning, and she turned the breastplate toward the fire so the flames helped illuminate the design better.

“What does it mean?” I asked.

“It’s the symbol of the Lasgoch soldiers,” she replied in a soft voice. “I found this, and the sword, in one of their abandoned forts along the coastline.”

“Lasgoch.” I tried to form the “ch” in the back of my throat in the same guttural way she’d done. “Who are they?”

Bedwyr gave me a slightly amused glance.

“What?” I widened my eyes at her. “I’m not from here, remember?”

“Your world must be very far away indeed if you haven’t heard of the might of the Lasgoch armies,” she said with a soft chuckle.

“Very far,” I confirmed. “I’ve never heard of these guys before. Who are they?”

“That is a question without an easy answer.” She shook her head. “Especially now. Now they are but a shadow of what they once were.”

“Who were they, then?” I asked.

Bedwyr’s voice dropped a little, and when she spoke it was with a slight singsong cadence to it, as though she was reciting a poem.

“Many years ago,” she said, “before you or I were born, the land of Prydain was home to many different people. We were not unified under one king, but rather each region was governed by their own leaders. We were separate peoples, fierce as the fire and as free as the wind. Then the Lasgochs came. They invaded our shores and conquered our villages. They were fierce and skilled in battle in ways our warriors had never encountered. They moved as one beast, united under one commander. And the people of Prydain, who’d been fierce and free, could not conceive of following one leader and letting one man speak for them. They tried to band together to fight off the invaders, but it was not in their nature to do so, and a man cannot go against what his soul cries out for him to do.”

“So the Lasgochs conquered Prydain,” I said.

“They did.” Bedwyr nodded. “The southern part, at least, which is called Loegres; where we are now. The Lasgochs could not reach the lands beyond the mountains, which is called Caledonia. The Painted People who lived there loved the land as their mother and worshiped her as their goddess, and they fought like wildcats to protect what was theirs. Perhaps their goddess was stronger than ours, or maybe it was simply that the Lasgoch warships could not easily land on their rocky coasts. But the Lasgoch soldiers set up forts in Loegres. They built their towns full of straight roads and white villas. They salted the fields of our villages so crops could not grow, and we were forced to journey to their towns to buy our food. They set up temples for our goddess to worship with theirs. They took local wives, and their children grew up speaking the tongues of their Prydanan mothers and their Lasgoch fathers.”

I whistled softly, “They were colonizers.”

“Some of what they brought us was good,” Bedwyr said. “A straight road is a good thing. Their surgeons were better than our druid healers. But we lost ourselves. We forgot the fierce and free people we had once been, and we forgot that we once knew how to fight and defend our homes.”

“So what happened?” I asked.

“The Lasgochs came from a country far away over the ocean,” she said. “Their empire stretched far and wide for many centuries. Families lived and died under Lasgoch rule. But a kingdom can only stand for so long, and even an empire cannot defy time. The Lasgoch empire became a sprawling, bloated thing. Corruption withered its heart, and its power began to crumble. The edges of the empire became weaker. Until finally, the Lasgoch emperor called for all troops to leave their positions and return to protect that withered heart.”

“Leaving you guys defenseless,” I said softly.

“That is the way of it.” Bedwyr looked into the fire with a troubled expression on her face.

“When did they leave?” I asked.

“Seven years ago,” she replied. “The Saecs had already started their raids by then, but when the Lasgoch troops left, they doubled their efforts. And why not? They saw a land full of farmers who had forgotten how to be warriors, who were left without protection and without hope.”

“Where are the Lasgochs now?” I asked.

“Back in their homeland,” Bedwyr said with a shrug. “Protecting their old mad emperor until someone rises up and assassinates him.”

“So they’re probably not coming back here?” I guessed.

“No.” The singsong, storytelling cadence had left her voice now, and she just sounded bitter. “Why should they? They already set up a king to take care of us.”

“Wait, what?” I frowned. “Did you say king?”

“Yes,” Bedwyr said. “King Vortigern. He is the one you’ll have to depose in order to take the throne.”
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Chapter 4

“Uh, wait, hold on, what the fuck?” I stared at Bedwyr in shock. “I thought the whole point of this was that you guys didn’t have a king. What about the prophecy, the right and true king, and all that shit?”

“Vortigern isn’t our true king,” Bedwyr said. “He isn’t true to anything or anyone except himself.”

“But…” I shook my head. “But you’re talking about a total political upheaval. This prophecy– even if it was true, you’re not talking about stepping into an empty throne, this would be an uprising. A complete reordering of things.”

“Yes.” Bedwyr’s eyes lit up. “That is exactly right. A doing over. Throwing out the old and bringing in a new order.”

“Jesus,” I muttered.

“Elliot.” Bedwyr shifted on her stool to get closer to me, and her hazel eyes found mine with an intensity that I couldn’t look away from. “Vortigern doesn’t care about the land or the people. The only reason he’s in power now is because the old Lasgoch governor set him up in power before he left. He has no bloodline claim to the throne.”

“But he’s one of you, isn’t he?” I asked. “Vortigern. He’s Prydanan.”

“In name only,” she said. “He lived and worked under the Lasgoch governor for too long. Why do you think he was the one chosen to become king? It’s because he has no loyalty to his people or to his country. He was chosen because the Lasgochs knew he would do what they wanted. Technically, we’re still a Lasgoch province, so they still claim a portion of our taxes. Vortigern makes sure that happens. Maybe he thinks the Lasgochs will return one day, so he’s making sure he stays on their good side.”

“And no one’s protested against this?” I frowned.

“At first, we thought it was a good thing,” Bedwyr said. “We thought Vortigern would try to rebuild the country and defend us against the raiders. He met with Hengist, the Saec king, and we thought they would try to negotiate peace. Hengist offered Vortigern his daughter as a bride, to seal the alliance between our two people. Which…”

She paused and grimaced.

“I’m guessing that didn’t go down well,” I said.

“Many of us were hopeful,” she answered. “It might not have been the thing we hoped for. A Saec queen on the throne of Prydain. But we were willing to accept her if it meant the raids would stop. Except they didn’t. Hengist demanded land in return for his daughter’s hand, so Vortigern gifted him the Cantwara, which is the southernmost region of Loegres. It’s the region where we are now.”

“The Saecs’ favorite place to raid.” I nodded.

“Yes.” Bedwyr’s mouth twisted. “So the raids continued, and now we are not even under Vortigern’s protection in name. The Saecs feel this land belongs to them, and that we are the invaders.”

“Fuck.” I chewed this over for a moment. “So the Saecs got the land they wanted all along. And when they’ve established enough of a presence here… Fuck, they’re going to try and take over the rest of the land, aren’t they? Getting this bit of land is just the start. They need a base here.”

“So they can settle their army here,” Bedwyr said in agreement.

“Fuck.” I scratched my head in thought. “And Vortigern doesn’t see this? How?”

“He has straw for brains,” Bedwyr said with a humorless smile. “He sees no further than his own wine cup. He will marry the Saec princess and think that at least he and his sons are safe.”

“Is the Saec king the kind of guy who keeps his promises?” I asked.

I had a feeling I already knew the answer to that one.

Bedwyr shrugged.

“I suppose we will find out,” she said.

I stared into the flickering flames and mulled over everything I’d just heard.

My worry that this was all a weird dream was starting to fade. This was way too involved for a dream, and I was pretty sure my subconscious couldn’t be bothered to come up with scenarios like this.

Which meant this was real.

Which meant the prophecy could be real.

Which meant I’d walked into a political hornets’ nest.

I looked down at the sword lying on the floor of the hut. The firelight sent highlights rippling down the silver blade that looked like water.

I picked it up and rested it across my knees. The dragon carved into the pommel glared back at me.

“A red dragon is the symbol of Prydain,” Bedwyr said in a soft voice. “It’s a sign.”

“Where did it come from?” I asked. “Did Merlin– Myrthin– make it? Or find it?”

“I don’t know,” she replied. “All I know is that one day, around seven years ago, the sword appeared in the rocks by the river. Of course, everyone tried to pull it free, but no one could. And then Myrthin went to see the sword.”

“Did you see him?” I asked.

“I did.” Bedwyr smiled slightly. “I saw him. He stepped up to the stone, but he didn’t touch the sword. Instead, he threw back the hood of his cloak and looked around at everyone gathered there. And he told us that the sword could only be pulled from the stone by the rightful and destined king of Prydain. The king would be called Arthur, and he would come from far away, and he would rid the land of the Saecs. He would save us all.”

Bedwyr repeated the words as though she’d said them a thousand times before. Maybe she had. I could see the hope shining in her hazel eyes as she looked at the sword and then at me. She believed every word of the prophecy. She believed in me.

That was a weirdly humbling thought.

“What happened next?” I asked.

“Even more people tried to pull the sword from the stone,” Bedwyr said. “But no one succeeded. Until you.”

“Where’s Myrthin now?” I asked. “Does he live around here?”

A faint shadow passed over Bedwyr’s face and dimmed the bright light in her eyes.

“No one knows where Myrthin is,” she said in a low voice. “He vanished not long after making the prophecy.”

“Smart move,” I commented. “I bet Vortigern wasn’t pleased to hear about what he’d said.”

“Yes,” Bedwyr agreed. “Vortigern came looking for him. But he didn’t find him. And neither did anyone else.”

It made sense.

If I’d just prophesied that the current king was going to get dethroned by someone else, I’d get the hell out of Dodge, too.

“So no one’s seen Myrthin since?” I pushed. “No one’s tried to find him?”

Bedwyr looked into the flames. I couldn’t tell if she was ashamed or sad. But then she looked up and met my eyes, and I saw that she was angry.

“Look around,” she said. “You saw the state of this village. Of the people here. They’re my friends and my neighbors, but– they’re not fighters. They’re just trying to survive. The Saecs raid us all the time. As soon as we finish rebuilding our defenses, they strike at us again. If we don’t rebuild, then we’ll be even more vulnerable, but when you spend your days repairing something you know isn’t going to keep you safe, when you look around and wonder which ones of us will make it through the night…”

“I get it,” I said in a soft voice.

“They’re broken.” Bedwyr made a gesture with her hand as though she was flinging something into the fire. “They don’t see a way forward.”

“But you fight,” I said. “All by yourself.”

“Someone has to,” she said.

The rain spattered on the thatch outside. The firewood snapped and crackled, and the shadows chased each other over Bedwyr’s face.

I realized that she was probably the bravest person I’d ever met.

My heart wrenched as I realized as well what my coming meant to her. To all of the people here.

It wasn’t just about politics and who was on the throne. It was these people’s very lives. They were surviving– barely. But they deserved more than that. They needed help, and if their king didn’t care about them, it fell on the shoulders of people like Bedwyr to do what they could. Even though it wasn’t their responsibility, and they were just trying to survive as well.

Abruptly I was reminded of Tyler.

I hadn’t thought about the kid in hours, but suddenly all I could see was the way he’d spoken to his assistant, the ugly expensive grandeur of his apartment, the sneering, careless look on his face when he saw the girl he’d fucked over.

But I wasn’t a prophesied king.

I couldn’t be.

I was just a guy from Florida.

But I was a guy from Florida who had, thirty years ago, seen The Sword In The Stone. So if there was one thing I knew, it was that Merlin– Myrthin– was important to the story of King Arthur and the knights of the round table.

“If I wanted to find Myrthin,” I said. “Where would I look?”

Bedwyr gave a shrug. “Durovernum would be a good place to start.”

“Where’s that?” I asked.

“It’s about a day’s walk from here,” she answered. “It’s the biggest town in the Cantwara. Vortigern’s villa is there, but he’s doing his tour of the coastal defenses now.”

“How responsible of him,” I said in a sarcastic tone.

“He does it several times a year,” Bedwyr said with a roll of her eyes. “It’s as though he thinks that’s enough to prove that he’s doing a good job.”

“But that’s a good thing,” I said. “At least he won’t be there.”

“Yes,” she agreed. “It would be a good thing to keep your existence quiet for now, at least until– well, until you’ve decided what to do next.”

“So will Myrthin be in Durovernum?” I asked.

It seemed odd that if she knew where he might be, she hadn’t made the day trip to go find him. But her next words cleared that up.

“No,” she said. “I’ve been there myself, and I looked for him. But while Myrthin himself isn’t there, there are other enchanters who ply their trades there.”

“Other enchanters?” I raised my eyebrows.

“Yes,” she said. “They’re not as powerful as Myrthin. He is the greatest of all enchanters. But they might be able to help us find him.”

“Us?” I queried with a slight smile.

“Yes.” Bedwyr smiled back at me. “I believe in the prophecy. I believe you are the destined king. And I believe that it’s my destiny to help you.”

“Well, I don’t know about that,” I said. “But also, thank you. I’d be very grateful for any help. I’m still finding my feet in this new place.”

“Of course,” she said, and she cocked her head at me. “Why are you smiling?”

“It just still surprises me that you’re not more shocked I come from somewhere else,” I said with a chuckle. “Where I come from, if someone told me they’d come from another world, I’d think they were mad.”

“There have always been stories of people who went to Faery,” Bedwyr said with a smile.

“What’s your favorite?” I asked her.

“Oh, let me think…” Bedwyr chewed on her lower lip for a moment, and then she leaned forward with her elbows resting on her knees. “Many years ago, before you or I were born, there was a shepherd who was walking the hills with his flock. And as he passed a hawthorn tree, a lovely woman stepped out of the trunk and spoke to him with words fair and courteous.”

Bedwyr’s voice had gone into the storytelling rise and fall again. It made everything she said seem epic and somehow powerful.

“The lovely woman told the shepherd that she lived in Faery,” Bedwyr continued. “But she was lonely, and she longed to take a husband. The shepherd was taken with her beauty and her fair words, so he agreed to be hers. The lovely lady took his hand, and together they stepped into the hawthorn tree and into Faery. And there they lived happily together for seven years. But after that time, the shepherd began to grow homesick for his own hills, and he wished to see his family and friends and tell them of his new life. He said this to his lovely lady, but she immediately clung to him and begged him not to go. ‘I had a vision,’ she cried. ‘You will never come back.’ The shepherd reassured her with kind and tender words, and eventually, she agreed that he could leave Faery. ‘But be careful that you do not set foot on mortal ground,’ she warned him. ‘For then you will be lost to me.’”

“And then what happened?” I asked.

“The shepherd mounted his faery horse and rode through the hawthorn tree to reach his own hills again,” Bedwyr said. “But when he did, he found his homeland strangely changed. Trees that had stood proud and tall were withered and dry. Strong forts he had known had fallen into crumbling ruins. He rode his horse through the hills in search of someone who could tell him what was amiss until he came upon a boy tending his flock. ‘Boy,’ the shepherd said, ‘what is this place? It cannot be my own hills, for they are green and fertile, and not like this land.’ The boy looked at him in the eye and said, ‘Where have you been, sir? This land has been bleak and barren for centuries.’”

It was just a story, but a faint chill ran down my spine.

“And the shepherd realized,” Bedwyr said in her soft, storyteller’s voice. “It had been only seven years for him in Faery, but generations of time had passed outside of the hawthorn tree. These were his hills, but they were racked with age. His friends and family were long dead, and this was his home no longer. As the truth struck him, the shepherd let out a great cry of anguish and stood up in his stirrups. But the saddle strap broke, and he fell from his horse, and as he touched the mortal ground, time, which had paused for him while he was in Faery, caught up with him and ravaged him with its claws. The shepherd withered and grew old before the young boy’s eyes, and between one heartbeat and the next, he was reduced to a gnarled, wrinkled husk of the man he had been. The boy fled from him, and the shepherd died on the hillside where his lovely lady had found him.”

“Jesus,” I commented. “That’s a cheerful story. Is that what you tell kids to help them sleep at night?”

Bedwyr seemed puzzled. “It is how the story goes. Faery is neither good nor bad. It just is.”

“Right.” I lifted an eyebrow but decided not to pursue it any further.

Bedwyr looked at me curiously, then shook her head and stood up.

“It’s late,” she said. “And we have a long walk ahead of us tomorrow.”

“Okay.” I stood up and glanced toward where the bed was. “I’ll take the floor.”

Bedwyr frowned, but she was puzzled, not angry. “The bed is already on the floor.”

She went over to the bed and scooped up an armful of blankets and fleeces. She came back to the fireside and spread them out on the ground near the flames then went back for another armful and did the same on the other side of the fire.

Oh.

Okay, yes, sleeping by the fire made sense.

I’d thought the blankets might have been resting on a pallet or something, but they had literally been just a pile of bedding.

I grinned to myself as I moved from the stool and stretched out on the fleece Bedwyr had spread out for me. I was still kind of cold, but my clothes weren’t dry yet, so I bundled myself up in the blankets as tightly as I could.

Bedwyr placed a log on the fire so it would burn slowly throughout the night and help keep us warm. Then she laid down in her bedding on the other side of the flames.

“Goodnight,” I called to her.

“Sleep well,” she replied in a low voice.

I appreciated the sentiment, but it was easier said than done.

The ground was very hard underneath me, and I had to shift and shuffle the blankets around to try and get comfortable. I wriggled closer to the fire to try and get warmer, but all it did was toast my face while leaving my back cold.

I sighed and pulled a fold of the blanket over my head. I’d heard that people lost a lot of heat through their heads, which was why hats were a thing. I didn’t know if the blanket would help any, but it wouldn’t hurt to try.

The rain had eased up a bit, and that let the rest of the night’s sounds come clearly through the walls. There weren’t any night insects, which I would have expected, but instead, it was long periods of silence that were abruptly broken by the call of a night bird outside the fence or the scuttle and rustle of some small creature passing by outside the hut.

I exhaled and gazed at the log smoldering on the fire. Its crackling sound had been soothing earlier, but now it felt intrusive, and my thoughts couldn’t settle.

Bedwyr’s story kept going around and around in my head. The rhythm of how she’d told it had drummed the words into my memory. Which perhaps was the point. I could imagine repeating the words to a specific beat would help the teller remember it more easily.

The shepherd in the story had gone into Faery.

I didn’t know if that was another name for Earth, or if Earth and Faery were two different planes of existence that could be accessed just as easily from Prydain. But if time had passed differently in Faery than in Prydain, then was the same true of Earth?

I’d only been here for a few hours, but what if years had passed back on Earth? What if every day here was a decade of Earth time?

If I wanted to go back to Miami, then I would have to act quickly before even more time passed. Even if I did manage to find an enchanter in Durovernum and they could send me back, it could still be days or years after when I’d left.

I turned that over in my mind for a little while.

And I realized that thought didn’t bother me as much as it could have.

Say I did go back to Earth tomorrow and years had passed in my absence. Would it matter all that much? The agency would be pissed that one of their guards had vanished without a trace. They almost certainly wouldn’t want me back on their books again. But I had no family or friends who would be upset at my absence. I could go back to my normal life without there being any real disruption.

And that was the problem.

I didn’t like the idea of living a life where I could vanish for years without anyone noticing or caring.

I wanted my existence to matter more than that.

If I stayed here, my existence would definitely matter more than it had as a bodyguard to obnoxious one-percenters.

Of course, I would have to deal with usurping a king, conquering hordes of bloodthirsty raiders, and rebuilding an entire country whose customs and people I knew nothing about.

Did that matter?

I tossed and turned in my blankets, and sleep evaded me just as neatly as the answer to that question. Finally, the events of the day caught up with me, and I managed to fall into a light, restless doze for a few hours.

When I woke, the fire had burned low, and pale gray morning light was streaming in through the doorway.

I propped myself up on my elbow and saw Bedwyr standing in the doorway. She was looking out at the early morning, and a fresh, crisp breeze that smelled of pine and wet earth rushed in through the door and pulled at the loose strands of her unbraided, blonde hair.

She must have felt me looking at her and turned to greet me with a smile.

“Good morning,” she said. “Did you sleep well?”

I heaved myself to my feet and stretched. My shoulders and chest cracked audibly, and Bedwyr gave me a sympathetic grin.

“Sorry,” she said.

“No, it’s okay,” I said. “I just haven’t slept on the ground in a while.”

“We can start our journey soon,” she said. “There are bannocks in the box, and we can take more with us for the journey.”

I wasn’t sure what a bannock was, but I suspected it was some kind of food if it was in the same box she’d pulled the bread from last night.

“Okay.” I reached for my clothes where they were still draped over the rack by the fire.

They were cold and smelled strongly of woodsmoke, but they were dry.

Bedwyr turned around while I shucked off the blanket and pulled my clothes back on.

“Strange garb you wear,” she commented when I came to the doorway to stand by her side.

I glanced down at my jeans and T-shirt. “Not so different from yours.”

“Not in the cut,” she said. “But the cloth.”

She had a point.

The denim of my jeans was much stronger than the wool pants she wore, and my cotton T-shirt was much softer than her tunic.

“Yeah, I guess so,” I admitted.

Bedwyr went back inside the hut while I stood in the doorway and watched the rest of the village wake up. Smoke was already rising from a lot of the huts, and people were moving around outside with jugs of water and bundles of firewood.

I saw the woman from yesterday with the cut on her face. She was carrying a large earthenware pitcher in her arms, but it was so big she was clearly struggling not to drop it.

I stepped away from the doorway and went to her side. She jumped as I approached, and the jar slipped from her grip. I dove in quickly and caught it before it could smash against the ground.

“Let me help you,” I offered. “I’ll carry it.”

The woman stared at me like I was a wolf about to spring and tear her throat out.

I took a step back from her and made my body language as nonthreatening as possible. I smiled reassuringly and looked to the side in case she was freaked out by direct eye contact.

After a moment, the woman slowly nodded.

I followed her as she limped slowly through the village to where there was a well. There were more villagers there as well, and they all looked at me warily as I approached. I smiled at them in a way I hoped signaled my good intentions, and they looked away and ignored me.

The woman stepped up to the well and began turning the handle of the pulley system. A bucket clanked against the inside of the well, and when I peered over the edge, I could see it vanishing into the depths. It hit the water with a splash, and the woman started to turn the wheel again.

“Here,” I said. “Let me do that.”

The woman shot me another wary glance, but she stepped aside and let me take over.

It was heavy work to haul up the bucket full of water, and I was glad I was there so this clearly traumatized woman didn’t have to do it. I got the bucket to the top and filled the woman’s jar with water up to the brim.

“Anyone else?” I looked around at the rest of the villagers.

They looked at each other, and a man with a bandaged arm nodded and stepped forward.

I filled his jar and then sent the bucket back down into the well for a refill. More people started to drift toward the well, and I sent the bucket down again and again until everyone had fresh water.

The woman with the gash on her face lingered by the well the whole time. When I stepped away from the handle and stretched out my aching biceps, she suddenly stepped closer to me.

“Thank you,” she said in a hoarse voice, and before I could reply, she turned and limped away as quickly as she could.

“No problem,” I said softly.

Bedwyr came around the corner of one of the huts. She smiled when she saw me.

“You helped them,” she said.

“Yeah, well.” I looked at the well. “It’s hard work hauling water.”

“It is,” she agreed.

Her hair was back in its long braid again. She was dressed in her breastplate, and her sword belt was fastened around her waist. She had another sword in her hand that she held out to me. It was sheathed in a plain leather scabbard and attached to a leather sword belt, so it was a second before I recognized it as the one I’d pulled from the stone.

“You needed a way to carry it,” she explained. “I had a spare belt and scabbard. This will help hide it from knowing eyes.”

“Thank you,” I said with a smile.

I buckled the belt around my waist. It was a good fit, but I was going to have to get used to the weight of it and the way the sword hit my legs when I walked. It hung lower on my waist than my regular belt, which held my knife. It was a bit weird to wear two belts at a time, so I would have to find a way to add my knife sheath to the sword belt.

“I’ve packed food and water for our journey,” Bedwyr said. “And here is bannock for breakfast.”

She held out a stack of small round oat cakes. I took them and saw they were sandwiched together with a kind of berry preserve. It dribbled down the side of the stack, and when I licked my fingers, it tasted sweet, tart, and delicious.

“What about you?” I asked. “Have you eaten?”

“I will,” she said. “I just need to bid goodbye to everyone. You can sit here and eat. I won’t be a moment.”

I nodded and sat on the edge of the well to eat my breakfast while Bedwyr said her goodbyes.

The oatcakes were coarse and dry, but the jam was the perfect accompaniment to help them go down, and I could tell that the oats would keep me full for a good while.

From my seat on the well, I was able to see some of Bedwyr’s comings and goings as she moved from hut to hut to bid her neighbors farewell. She spoke to every single person and offered them either a hug or a firm handshake to say goodbye. The villagers were sad to see her go, but they all wished her well.

It was clear what an important figure Bedwyr was in this little community. She was fighting to keep her people safe. It struck me what a sacrifice she was making to join me on my journey. The village would be more vulnerable without her there, but she was ready to risk it to help me because she hoped my arrival was the sign that times were about to change.

I sucked the last of the berry jam from my fingers and frowned down at the sword hanging from my hip.

I still hadn’t made a decision about what to do. Bedwyr had said none of the enchanters in Durovernum were as powerful as Myrthin, but we still might be able to find one who had enough juice to send me back home to Earth.

If I wanted to go.

And the jury was still out on that.

I shook my head and pushed away from the well as Bedwyr approached me.

“I’m ready,” she said.

“Okay.” I nodded.

I followed her through the huts to reach the gate.

Bedwyr waved to the guard and pushed the gate open, and we stepped out into the forest.

“Alright, then.” I took in another deep breath of that delicious forest air. “Which way are we headed?”

“Durovernum is to the west,” Bedwyr explained. “And inland. The first part of the journey takes us through the forest, and then either late today or early tomorrow, we’ll reach a road.”

“Okay.” I nodded. “Let’s go.”

The day was already promising to be a warm one. The sun filtered through the trees and turned the leaves from dark green to lime-tinged gold. Birds sang in the branches above us. The breeze was soft, and it carried a welcome respite from the growing heat of the sun.

I couldn’t get over just how damn picturesque this place was. Bob Ross would be pissing himself with excitement if he saw this landscape.

We were too far from the coast to have a view of the beach, but I couldn’t stop my thoughts from returning to the scene I’d witnessed yesterday. I wondered if the Saec raiders were still on that beach, or if they’d gotten back in their ship and started their return journey back to their own lands. Perhaps there were more villages nearby that were still waiting to feel the raiders’ brutality.

I glanced over at Bedwyr.

She was walking at a steady pace, but her eyes were alert and wary. Her movements were sure, and she had a confident grace in everything she did.

She felt me looking at her and turned to meet my eyes with a smile. “What?”

“Nothing.” I smiled back. “I was wondering who taught you to fight.”

Bedwyr’s smile turned bittersweet. “My father. He taught me. If he’d had a son, he would have made sure he could fight, but I was his only child, so… My mother encouraged him to teach me. She knew how dangerous the world can be.”

“They sound smart,” I said.

I had a feeling I knew what she was going to say next. I was right.

“They were,” she said. “Just not smart enough.”

“The Saecs?” I guessed.

She nodded then swallowed. “It was one of their earlier raids. It took us all by surprise. My father fought. But it was no use.”

“I’m so sorry, Bedwyr,” I said in a low voice.

“It was two years ago.” She exhaled sharply. “It’s because of them that I don’t give up. If I give up, then what was the point? I have to be strong. I have to hope.”

“I haven’t known you for very long,” I said, “but you seem really fucking strong to me. I think your parents would be damn proud of who you are.”

Bedwyr’s head turned sharply, and she stared at me with her hazel eyes wide.

“I…” She bit her lower lip and turned away quickly.

Fuck.

Had I said the wrong thing?

“I’m sorry,” I said. “I didn’t mean to–”

“No, no, it’s fine.” She shook her head and took a deep breath. “I just… that was nice to hear.”

“Oh. Okay. Good. Um.” I glanced at her then looked away.

There was a silence between us for a little while.

I didn’t know what to say next. I didn’t want to have made things awkward between us, but I worried if I said anything to try and fix it, I might only make it worse.

The silence stretched out.

“Bedwyr…” I began.

But I didn’t get any further than that.

At that moment, there was a rustling behind us.

We both spun around just in time to see a monster charging at us out of the trees.
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Chapter 5

I had a few seconds to take in the oncoming threat.

It was the size of a horse, its hide was dark red, and its four tree trunk-like legs ended in massive feet with long, curved, yellow claws. It had a long, snake-like neck and a long, thin, whippy tail. It had a pointed snout that ended in a yellowed, hooked beak like an eagle’s, and two long fangs curved down from its top jaw.

It was a dragon. There was no other word for it.

Which was fucking insane, but I had no time to think about that because it was still coming right for us.

Bedwyr snatched her sword from her scabbard and charged forward to meet the beast head-on. It reared up on its hind legs and let out a guttural, vibrating roar that sounded like a blue whale using autotune. It seemed to echo all around us, and I could have sworn the ground and trees all shook under the force of that one note.

My hand automatically went to my holster, and my gun was in my grip before I had time to think.

But Bedwyr had run in close to the dragon’s side, and she was dancing around it and thrusting her sword at the dragon’s legs and belly. I couldn’t be sure of making the shot without accidentally catching her in friendly fire.

I shoved my gun back into the holster, snatched my knife from my belt instead, and ran toward the dragon.

It was distracted by Bedwyr’s sword, and I sank my knife into the side of its neck.

The skin was thick and tough, and the blow didn’t go as deep as I wanted, but it was enough to open a shallow hole in the dragon’s throat.

I managed to snatch my knife back just in time before the monster threw back its head with another outraged bellow. Its yellow eyes fixed on me. Its great hooked beak snaked out, and I ducked just in time.

The breeze of its massive head whipped past me, and I stumbled in the soft muddy ground and went down.

“Elliot!” Bedwyr cried.

I rolled on my side, and the dragon’s beak stabbed into the earth where my head had been only a second before. I caught a close-up glimpse of the hard, yellowed horn of the dragon’s beak, the almost translucent white of its two long fangs that rested against its lower jaw, and the furious gleam of its yellow eyes.

Then it wrenched itself free of the mud and lunged at me again.

I rolled back out of the way, and the dragon let out a squawk and whirled around.

Bedwyr’s sword was dripping with dark dragon blood, and there was a new gash open in the beast’s flank where she’d aimed for its vital organs.

She readied her sword for another blow.

I was still on the ground, and I threw myself across the mud in a roll until I was underneath the dragon’s belly. Then I plunged my knife up into the pale flesh of its underside.

The skin there was softer and thinner, and this time, my blow went deep. The blade pierced the dragon’s hide, and I used two hands to drag the knife in a jagged line down the dragon’s belly.

The dragon let out a scream of shock and agony as blood gushed out of the wound I’d opened in its stomach.

I rolled out from underneath it just in time to avoid its strike. Its head snaked down as it tried to peck at whatever enemy was attacking it from beneath, but I was too quick for it. I rolled out again, clawed my way onto my hands and knees, and then onto my feet.

Bedwyr was suddenly there by my side, and she grabbed hold of my arm and dragged me away.

“It’s done for!” she shouted.

The muddy grass was sopping wet with the dragon’s blood. The beast let out a moan, and it stumbled around blindly in a circle as though it was still trying to find its victims. The white skin of its belly swung open in two loose flaps, and I saw the dark gray and pink gleam of its guts poking out from the cavern of its stomach.

Even though it had attacked us first, I still hated to see any creature suffering. I was ready to reach for my gun to put it out of its misery, but there was no need.

The dragon’s yellow eyes clouded over, and it fell with a heavy thud onto its side. The impact sent blood spurting out from the hole in its stomach, and one long rope of intestines flopped out and landed in a steaming bloody pile on the grass.

I took a deep breath, and the world suddenly rushed in around me.

I spun to stare at Bedwyr. “Are you okay? Did it get you?”

“No.” She shook her head. “What about you?”

“No, I’m good,” I said.

“That was quite a blow.” Bedwyr gave me an appreciative glance, and her smile warmed me. “I was right. You do hold yourself like a warrior.”

“Thanks,” I said with a chuckle. “You’re not so bad yourself. The way you charged right at that thing? Very impressive.”

“Ah, well.” She shrugged away my praise, but I thought she seemed pleased by it all the same. “There’s no point in running away from a dragon. You have to get up close to be able to land the best blows. Especially with a sword like this.”

She lifted it up to show me.

“The power comes from the point,” she explained. “It’s a blade best used for thrusting, rather than slashing or hacking.”

“Right, I see,” I said.

Bedwyr bent down and wiped her blade clean on the grass, and I did the same. The handle was still gummy with dragon guts and gore, but I picked up a fistful of damp grass and used it to wipe down my knife and my hands.

A raven swooped out of the sky and landed on the dragon’s prone form. It cocked its head and surveyed us both with a bright, intelligent eye.

I stood up and stepped closer to the carcass for a better look, and the raven flew away with a raucous croak of indignation.

I walked around the fallen dragon and surveyed it from all angles. It was a solid creature, and it was built like a tank with a thick, wingless body and powerful legs. There were two fins on either side of its head, and a row of short spikes that ran down its long, powerful neck, over its back, and along its spine to the end of its tapered tail. Its hide was a murky, dark red color, and the texture reminded me of an old leather couch. The skin of its belly was a grayish white.

It was a weird-looking thing.

It wasn’t at all what I would have expected a dragon to look like.

Just like everything else in this world. It wasn’t anything like the stories I was familiar with.

I glanced over the dragon’s back at Bedwyr, who was watching me make my study of the fallen animal. I was suddenly struck with a memory of a painting I’d once seen in a client’s house. It showed a knight on a white horse fighting a dragon.

I grinned to myself.

Bedwyr might not have shining armor or a white horse, but she was the best candidate for a knight I’d ever met. Perhaps an order of lady knights was what this world needed.

“Do you not have dragons in Florida?” Bedwyr asked.

“How could you tell?” I grinned.

“You’re studying it like someone trying to understand an enemy,” she answered.

I chuckled. That was exactly what I’d been doing. And I kind of liked that she’d been watching me so closely that she’d figured it out.

“You’re very insightful, you know that?” I commented. “And you’re right. I’ve never seen a dragon before. We have stories about them, but they don’t look like this.”

“They’re fearsome beasts,” Bedwyr said. “I’ve slain quite a few now.”

“Are they very common?” I asked.

“Yes,” she said with a nod. “I often see them when I walk through the woods. They don’t always attack, but this one must have been hungry.”

“Do they eat humans?” I raised my eyebrows.

“Humans, horses, livestock, wolves,” Bedwyr answered. “Whatever they can kill. They don’t get much bigger than this one, but that’s still big enough to tackle most creatures.”

I whistled softly. “I can see why they were a symbol of Prydain.”

“Like the one on your sword,” she said.

“Yeah.” I glanced down at it, and the dragon etched in the metal gleamed up at me.

“Why did you use the knife and not the sword when you fought?” Bedwyr asked. “Its long reach would be useful in battles like this.”

“Yeah.” I grimaced. “I did think about it. I don’t have any sword training. It was close quarters, and I didn’t want to accidentally get you with it, either. I know where I am with the knife.”

“That was wise,” Bedwyr said. “Better the weapon you know than flailing around with an unfamiliar tool. You can end up doing more damage than good.”

“Exactly,” I said.

“If you wish…” Bedwyr hesitated. “Please tell me if I am overstepping.”

“Go ahead,” I said with a smile.

“I can show you a few moves with the sword,” she said. “It’s clear you already know how to use your knife, so you don’t need my instruction, but–”

“That’s a great idea.” I nodded. “I’d rather carry around a weapon I know how to use.”

Bedwyr ducked her chin slightly, and I thought she seemed relieved. Perhaps she’d expected me to posture and bluster at the idea of her helping me, but I wasn’t so insecure I wouldn’t accept the help offered by someone with such skill.

I put my knife back into my belt and instead drew the sword.

Bedwyr came to stand next to me, and I looked at how she held her sword and tried to mirror her position with my own grip. Her fingers were loosely wrapped around the handle with her thumb resting against the guard.

“That’s right,” she said. “First off, make sure your posture is upright.”

She gave me an approving glance.

“You already hold yourself like a warrior,” she said. “You don’t need any instruction in that.”

I grinned.

“Place your feet hip-distance apart,” she said. “If you look down, the space between your feet should only be as wide as your two fists placed together.”

I shuffled my feet into the right position.

“Keep your feet that distance apart,” she said. “But move your right foot forward and bend your front knee slightly. Good. And now…”

She stepped behind me and slipped her hand under my right arm to touch my chest. Her other hand went to my left hip.

“Now turn yourself so your heart is away from your enemy,” she said.

Her breath was a soft warmth on the back of my neck. Her hands were callused and firm, and I could feel their heat even through my clothes.

Goosebumps suddenly broke out all down my body, and I swallowed.

I could smell Bedwyr’s skin. She smelled like the pine trees near her home. Fresh. Clean. Strong.

My body turned to the side as she guided me into the right position. My head turned as well, and suddenly, I found myself looking over my left shoulder directly into Bedwyr’s eyes.

Their hazel color seemed even more intense this morning. Her irises were a glorious swirl of greens and browns, and it reminded me of the woods we’d walked through. It was a partner to the fresh, woody scent that clung to Bedwyr’s skin, and the soft rosy pink of her lips was as perfect as a flower, even with the tiny scar that cut through her cupid’s bow. There was nothing delicate about Bedwyr. She was as strong as an oak tree.

But in that moment, with our faces inches from each other, I saw the softness in her as well. The flush of her cheeks as well as her elegant cheekbones. The tender skin of her throat underneath her defined jawline. The sparkle of hope in her lovely eyes. The glimpse of her teeth between her slightly parted lips, and the soft air of her breath that was as gentle and welcome as a spring breeze.

Bedwyr’s eyelashes fluttered as she blinked, and the spell between us was broken.

I cleared my throat, and Bedwyr dropped her hands from my body and stepped away.

My body felt the absence of her touch like an electric shock, but I chewed on the inside of my cheek to make myself focus.

Swords.

Stabbing.

Not the molten swirl of Bedwyr’s eyes.

“So–” Bedwyr’s voice caught in her throat, but she quickly coughed and carried on. “So, yes, now your right foot is forward, you need to keep your sword hand out over your right knee.”

I nodded because I didn’t trust my voice to speak.

Swords.

Stabbing.

Focus, Elliot.

“The easiest maneuver is two steps and a stab,” Bedwyr said. “Like this.”

She settled into the position she’d just arranged me into and held up her sword so it was perpendicular to the ground.

“First you step with your left foot,” she said. “And then your right foot. And then you use the momentum of both those steps to stab your sword forward.”

She demonstrated. She moved so quickly on the two steps that when she thrust out her sword, it moved with her whole body weight behind it.

“It’s almost like a punch, rather than a stab,” I observed.

“It is, yes.” Bedwyr looked pleased. “Now you try.”

The sword was so heavy it was difficult to hold it up, but I managed to keep it level. I stepped my left foot forward, then my right, and punched out the sword in front of me.

“Yes!” Bedwyr cried. “That’s it! Try it again.”

I repeated the motion several times. I could feel my body settling into the swing of it, and I knew that if I practiced it enough, it would become second nature to me. The stance was already a little familiar to me from boxing and self-defense classes I’d taken.

“My instinct is to swipe with the sword, rather than stab,” I noted.

“That’s what sets the Lasgoch weapons apart,” Bedwyr explained. “They would move in formations with their shields locked together. It would be impossible to use the edge of the blade when moving like that, but by using a stabbing motion, it meant they were protected even when moving on the offensive.”

“Right.” I nodded. “That’s a good idea.”

“Like I said.” Bedwyr gave a wry smile. “Not everything the Lasgochs brought us was bad.”

I went through the movement several more times then rested the tip of the sword on the ground and shook out my aching arm.

“It’s so fucking heavy,” I complained. “How do you manage to move your sword so quickly?”

“My sword isn’t that heavy,” Bedwyr said in surprise. “May I?”

She held out her hand.

“Go ahead.” I let her take the sword.

“Oh!” she exclaimed as she lifted it.

She completed the movement, but even I could see there was a big difference in the way she moved with my sword and the way she did with her own. She let the tip of the sword hang down to the ground and exhaled sharply.

“Goddess.” She shook her head. “I’m surprised you did as well as you did carrying that around.”

“So it is heavy, then?” I asked. “It’s not just me?”

“No, not at all,” she said. “I can’t imagine anyone taking that successfully into battle. It must be ceremonial rather than practical.”

“Oh, yeah, that would make sense.” I took the sword from her and gave it an experimental swish. “I guess it’s meant to be a symbol, isn’t it? And it had to survive being in the stone for years.”

“Yes,” she agreed. “It’s so heavy and decorative, it just isn’t practical.”

“Well, at least I’ve got my knife for now,” I said. “And I know one move now, thanks to you.”

“You’re welcome.” Bedwyr looked at me with a smile, and then her cheeks flushed as she looked away quickly. “We should continue our journey.”

“Okay.” I nodded.

We continued on our way through the forest. I was on high alert now in case we ran into any more dragons. I peered through the trees all around us to get a good idea of our surroundings. But as far as I could see, the only creatures around us were birds.

They filled the tree branches above our heads, and their song rang out in a warbling chorus. It sounded like the kind of thing you’d have to pay ten dollars a month to access on some fancy meditation app. But here I was getting it for nothing.

That was pretty cool.

In fact, there were lots of things that were pretty cool about all of this.

Walking through a forest with a beautiful and brave woman by my side. A mystical sword at my hip. A knife in my belt that was still a little bit sticky with the guts of the dragon I’d just killed.

All of that was pretty fucking neat.

There was still the whole bloodthirsty raiders thing, which wasn’t ideal.

And being prophesied to usurp the current king and basically lead a political and social uprising to completely change the landscape of this land I’d found myself in.

But still.

Pretty fucking cool.

We walked steadily through the trees and made good progress for the next couple of hours. I tracked the sun’s progress overhead, and soon I figured it was getting close to noon.

“We should stop for lunch soon,” Bedwyr said with a glance up at the sky. “It’s almost midday, and we need to eat.”

“You read my mind,” I said.

“There’s a village near here.” She pointed west. “It’s a short detour, we just need to head closer to the coast. They might have a little mead they’ll share with us.”

“Mead sounds great.” I didn’t think I’d ever actually tasted mead, but I knew it was alcoholic, and I was down for a midday drink to help wash down the bannocks Bedwyr had packed for our lunch.

Bedwyr diverted our course so we were walking in a more westward direction. I couldn’t stop a little flicker of apprehension as the coast came closer. The presence of the Saecs was still in my mind.

I paused suddenly and sniffed the air.

“Do you smell that?” I asked. “It smells like…”

“Smoke.” Bedwyr’s mouth set into a grim line.

After about ten minutes of walking, we came out into a clearing.

We both halted at the sight in front of us.

“No,” Bedwyr whispered.

The village had been almost totally destroyed.

The circular fence had been burned nearly to the ground. A few poles still stood up from the earth, but they were splintered and charred, and they looked like fractured bones poking out of a wounded limb. The ground all around was blackened with soot, and the breeze carried a few silver ashes on its back like terrible snowflakes. None of the huts were intact. They’d all either been burned or broken down. Blackened pieces of thatch stirred on the ground as we walked slowly toward the village.

I glanced sideways at Bedwyr as she drew her sword.

Her face was pale, and her jaw was a line of tension so sharp it was like another blade.

“Those sons of bitches,” she said in a low, furious hiss.

As we got closer to the destruction, there was a stir of movement among the ruins.

A little boy peered out from around the edge of a hut and stared at us with huge eyes. His face was smeared black with soot, except where his tears had wiped twin trails clean down his cheeks.

“Hey,” Bedwyr called to him in a soft voice. “Are you alright? Are you hurt?”

The boy shook his head.

“When did this happen?” Bedwyr asked. “When did the Saecs come?”

The boy just stared at her in silence.

“Is there anyone else here?” I called. “Are your parents there?”

The boy’s eyes darted to mine in fright, and then he turned and bolted.

“Hey, no!” Bedwyr called after him. “Wait!”

She broke into a run, and I ran after her.

The boy darted away from the village between the trees. We followed him, and in a few moments, we came upon the rest of the villagers.

It looked like they’d managed to set up a makeshift camp. There were about twenty men and women huddled together in a tight knot under a shelter they’d made from three branches driven into the ground and covered with someone’s scorched cloak. They looked up in alarm as the boy burst through the trees. The men leaped to their feet, and one of the women let out a cry that was instantly muffled by the woman sitting next to her.

“It’s alright, it’s alright!” Bedwyr cried. “We’re not here to hurt you!”

The sound of another Prydanan voice was clearly a relief. The woman who’d cried out started to sob noisily. Three men came out to meet us, and I offered them my hand to shake.

“My name’s Elliot,” I told them. “This is Bedwyr. We were traveling through when we smelled the smoke.”

“When did this happen?” Bedwyr asked.

“Last night,” one of the men said. His voice was hoarse. “They came upon us in the dark. They burned it down. They burned everything.”

“They took them!” the sobbing woman wailed through her tears. “They took them all!”

“Who?” I asked. “Who did they take?”

“Our children.” Another man spoke through clenched teeth. “We fought. We would have fought to the death to save them. But we– we were not enough. Not strong enough. They slaughtered our elders and cut down our strongest men like weeds.”

“And now our children will be their slaves!” the woman screamed. “The Saecs will take them far away and work them to death on their farms, and we will never see them again!”

“Will you shut the fuck up, Rodda?” the woman next to her growled.

“My son!” Rodda screamed. “My husband is dead, and my son is taken from me! I will never see Conri again!”

“Shut the fuck up!” The woman turned on her and shook her like a dog with a bone. “Shut the fuck up, shut the fuck up!”

“Tanwen!” Another woman crawled out of the back of the shelter.

Her face was stained with blood and soot, and there was a dirty bandage wrapped around her thigh. The little boy we’d seen earlier clung to her arm and stared at us with an unfocused, glazed expression on his face.

She crawled over to Tanwen, threw her arms around her, and pulled her away from the sobbing Rodda.

Tanwen collapsed in the other woman’s arms. She didn’t cry, she just shook and stared blindly in front of her with unseeing eyes while the other woman stroked her hair and whispered in her ear.

“They took your children for slaves?” I felt sick. “The Saecs?”

“It’s what they do,” Bedwyr said in a low, bitter voice.

“Only Bryn escaped,” one of the men said with a tired nod toward the little boy in the shelter. “The rest of them are gone.”

Rodda let out a strangled wail.

“I’m sorry,” another man said. “We have to take care of those of us who are left.”

“Yes, shit, of course.” I nodded. “I’m so sorry.”

The men just shrugged and went back to their shelter.

Bedwyr and I turned and went back the way we’d come through the trees. We walked in silence for a few minutes.

Then I stopped.

Bedwyr halted as well and looked at me questioningly.

“How do you feel about a little detour?” I asked her.

She frowned, and then her eyebrows lifted as she took my meaning. A humorless smile drifted across her face.

“I think,” she said, “that would be a very good idea indeed.”

OceanofPDF.com


Chapter 6

“I saw a Saec ship yesterday,” I said. “Not far from where I met you in the woods.”

“That’ll be where the raiders I killed came from,” Bedwyr said with a nod. “I was planning to try and find their camp, but then I got– distracted.”

I shot her a quick smile then grew serious again.

“I don’t know exactly where it was on the beach,” I said. “But it was south of here and in sort of an inlet along the coast. There was land further into the ocean on both sides.”

“I know the place.” Bedwyr nodded.

“Okay, lead the way,” I said. “Christ, it’s going to feel good to take out that entire fucking camp.”

“The whole camp?” Bedwyr looked at me in alarm. “I thought we were just going to try and rescue the children.”

Shit, I’d forgotten she didn’t know about my gun. From her point of view, it was the two of us with one useful sword and a knife against a whole camp of raiders.

Bedwyr was looking at me with a concerned frown on her face. Probably because she thought I was about to embark on an insane suicide mission.

I grinned.

I was about to blow her mind.

I reached up to my holster and took out my gun.

Bedwyr’s straight, dark eyebrows drew together. “What is it?”

“It’s a weapon.” I held it out for her to look at but kept it secure in my grip as I pointed at the different parts. “You load it with something called a magazine full of projectiles called bullets. And when you pull the trigger, they come out very fast from that end. It means you can hit targets very far away.”

Bedwyr’s eyes widened, and she eagerly examined the gun as I spoke.

“This is incredible,” she breathed. “This is a war machine from your world? From Florida?”

“Yep.” I nodded. “It’s called a pistol. Specifically, it’s a Glock 19.”

I released the magazine and showed it to her.

“This is called a magazine,” I explained. “This holds fifteen rounds plus one in the chamber, so there are sixteen rounds in total.”

“Sixteen.” Bedwyr’s eyes flickered from the gun to my face. “Sixteen dead men.”

“If you aim it right, then yeah,” I said.

Bedwyr gave me a fierce grin. “We can hide in the dunes and kill them before they even know what’s happening.”

“Ideally, yes.” I grinned as well at her bloodthirsty enthusiasm. “I don’t know how many men are at the camp, but I know I saw more than sixteen there yesterday.”

“You will kill as many as you can with the pistol,” Bedwyr said, “and then I shall run the rest through with my blade.”

“And you’re sure you don’t mind taking this detour?” I pushed. “It’s going to delay us getting to Durovernum and tracking down Myrthin.”

Bedwyr gave me another wolflike grin. “I’m sure. I’m very sure.”

“I thought that’s what you might say.” I nodded. “Let’s go, then.”

We headed back the way we’d come. Bedwyr set a brisk pace that I was more than happy to match. We didn’t know how long the Saecs would stay at their camp or if their attack on the village was the last raid they had planned before they left Prydain to go back home.

My blood boiled at the thought of what they might be doing to the children they’d taken as slaves.

Part of me couldn’t believe that even bloodthirsty raiders would do something like that. Another part of me knew all too well what people were capable of.

“There’s a storyteller where I come from,” I said to Bedwyr as we strode forward. “He said that evil starts when you treat other people as things.”

Bedwyr nodded. “That’s a good statement. He sounds like he knows the truth of things, this storyteller.”

“I think he did,” I replied. “On some things, at least.”

“Are you thinking about the Saecs?” Bedwyr asked.

“Yeah.” My mouth twisted into a grimace. “Taking children as slaves. It’s just– It’s one of the worst things I think you can do. Taking anyone as a slave is bad enough. But kids? How can anyone live with themselves after doing something like that?”

“It’s as your storyteller said.” Bedwyr’s voice was low. “The Saecs do not see us as people. They see us as things. Things living on a land that was promised to them.”

We carried on in grim silence.

Soon the trees started to thin out. The ground became drier, and instead of songbirds, I heard the cry of gulls wheeling overhead. And then we came out between the trees and found ourselves standing in the middle of tall sandy dunes.

The sun was blinding by the shore, and the wind was fierce. It lashed the sand against my pants and brought the sound of the crashing waves right into my ears.

And not just the sound of waves.

I glanced at Bedwyr to see if she’d heard it, too.

She swallowed. “I can hear children crying.”

I gritted my teeth, and we crept along the side of the nearest dune. It was covered in sparse patches of tough, wind-blasted grass, and the individual blades rasped against my hands and the side of my neck as I pressed myself against the side of the dune and peered around the edge.

The Saec ship was there, just as it had been yesterday.

I didn’t realize we’d come out of the trees very close to where I’d been yesterday, but then as I looked up and down the beach, I saw a sight that made my stomach lurch.

The body of the captive the Saecs had killed was still lying on the sand where he’d fallen. But he hadn’t been allowed to rest in peace. His body was covered with dozens of squabbling, squawking white gulls. Their wings flapped wildly as they fought for purchase on the man’s body. They pecked at his flesh and dug their sharp yellow beaks into the meat of his body to tear chunks loose then threw their heads back and swallowed them whole with raucous cries of triumph.

The man’s head was a raw, black and red mess of skin, dirt, sand, blood, and meat. The gulls had been so voracious in some areas that the white bone of the man’s skull showed through the ragged flesh.

I averted my eyes from the horrible sight and made myself take a deep, steadying breath.

Then I looked back over the edge of the dune at our target.

We were slightly closer than I’d been when I first saw the ship, so I had a better vantage point of everything that was going on.

The Saecs were moving to and fro between the ship and the shore. They waded into the thigh-deep waves and tossed bundles of blankets, furs, and cloth up onto the ship. They loaded chests and weapons and cookware.

There were a lot of men moving back and forth, but then they paused for a moment in their exertions. And that’s when I saw the children in their midst.

They hadn’t been collared like the captive I’d seen yesterday. But they were tied together by a long rope around each of their necks. There were eight of them. The oldest was a girl of about thirteen, and the youngest was a boy who couldn’t have been more than four years old. He wasn’t even crying. He just stood in the middle of the line of captive children and twisted his hands together. There was a look of such helpless confusion on his little face as he looked up at his captors that my heart wrenched inside my chest.

My hands became fists, and I let out a low growl of pure fury.

Bedwyr placed a steadying hand on my arm.

I glanced around and gave her a nod to show that I wasn’t about to do anything stupid. But silently I promised that every man down there would know death for what they were doing to these children.

Bedwyr leaned forward so her mouth was right by my ear.

“There are a lot of men down there,” she whispered.

“Yeah…” My eyes scanned the warriors on the beach. “I count twenty-two. Twenty-three. That’s fewer than there were yesterday.”

“Perhaps the villages managed to take care of a few of them,” Bedwyr said. “How many projectiles are in the pistol?”

“Sixteen,” I replied.

“Sixteen.” Bedwyr’s eyes darted from the gun to the men on the beach. “And twenty-three men.”

“Yeah,” I said.

Bedwyr suddenly let out a low laugh. “That leaves nine men to die by my sword.”

“You’re happy about that, I take it?” I asked.

“Very.” She showed her teeth in a fierce grin.

I chuckled. I still had the extra magazines in my holster pouch, but I didn’t want to break those out until I really needed them. I’d been in Prydain for less than a day, and I’d already fought a dragon and was preparing to take on a horde of Saec raiders. It seemed like a smart idea to keep some ammunition for whatever else might come my way.

“Alright, then,” I said. “I’m going to be very careful with my bullets to make sure each one of them counts. Hopefully, I can take out most of the raiders before they realize what’s happening and where the shots are coming from. Then you and I can rush in and finish them off.”

“That’s a good plan.” Bedwyr nodded. “I like that plan.”

“Alright.” I drew my pistol again and aimed it at the men on the beach. “You might want to cover your ears. This is going to be really fucking loud.”

Bedwyr nodded.

The pistol was a familiar, comforting weight in my hand. I inhaled and exhaled a few times to ground myself. My eyes ran over the scene in front of me, and I carefully selected my first target. I didn’t want to accidentally hit any of the kids, or frighten them so badly that they panicked and tried to run.

Bedwyr crouched by my side. Her sword was drawn and ready, and I heard the quick, excited inhale of her breath.

I found a man at the very edges of the group of raiders. He was bending down to pick up a roll of bedding.

I exhaled slowly and squeezed the trigger.

The shot rang out, and despite my warning, Bedwyr jumped in shock at the noise. Then she hissed in satisfaction as the raider went down.

“Yes!” She huffed out an excited breath.

The other raiders had heard the shot, and they’d all stopped what they were doing as they tried to figure out what the noise had been. They hadn’t noticed their fallen friend.

I smiled grimly and aimed the pistol at the men standing in the shallow tide. My next shots sent two men falling backward into the water with their brains spurting out from the holes in their skulls. Another man clawed at his throat as his jugular opened up and sent his blood gushing out into the surf.

That got the Saecs’ attention, and they finally realized they were being attacked.

One of the raiders threw up his arm and yelled something in their harsh language. Every man on the beach ran for his weapons, and they snatched up swords and battleaxes.

I got another man cleanly in the back of the head as he reached for his knife, and I took another warrior in the shoulder, which sent him stumbling back into the campfire. Sparks and charred bits of wood flew everywhere under his panicked feet.

The Saec raider shouted again, and the men scattered.

Unfortunately, these guys weren’t dumb. They dispersed along the beach to make themselves as spread out as possible while they tried to figure out where their enemy was.

I shot again, and a bullet plowed into the sand by one of the raiders’ feet. He looked down in astonishment. I cursed under my breath, took aim again. This time my shot got him between the eyes, and he went down.

“Elliot,” Bedwyr hissed.

My eyes darted from the fallen warrior. And I saw what she’d already noticed. The Saecs had figured out where their enemies were positioned.

And they were charging right at us.

“Fuck,” I gritted out.

Bedwyr let out a sharp exhale. “Let’s go, let’s take them.”

“I’ve got eight rounds left.” I huffed out a breath and aimed.

I took out the man at the head of the charging raiders. He went down, and the man behind him leaped effortlessly over his fallen body and carried on. I shot him in the knee, and he stumbled and fell with a roar of agony.

The Saecs started shouting. They raised their axes and swords above their heads, and they sounded like a pack of hunting dogs as they came for the dunes. I aimed and shot, aimed and shot, aimed and shot. I wounded two and got four more headshots before the magazine was empty.

I shoved the gun back into my holster.

“Around the dune!” I hissed to Bedwyr.

She followed me as we ran around the dune. We got to the other end just as the Saecs reached the place where we’d been. And then we threw ourselves at the raiders from behind.

Bedwyr’s sword stabbed into the back of the nearest man, and he went down like a felled tree. She yanked her blade out of his body and stabbed again, and again, and again.

My knife was in my hand, but it was so short I couldn’t get close enough to do as much damage. I managed to dart in under one guy’s swing and get him in the armpit. He dropped his sword with a yowl of pain, and I snatched it up.

It was a hundred times easier to wield than my fancy sword from the stone, and I bared my teeth, let out a wild yell, and threw myself into the fight next to Bedwyr.

Our blades sang together, and we moved shoulder to shoulder as we took out the Saecs in front of us. They were fierce, but we were fiercer, and we moved as a team. Our blades dripped red onto the sand, and I stabbed and twisted and hacked and slashed into the bodies of the raiders terrorizing these helpless shores.

I saw the Saec I’d shot in the knee. He was crawling back toward the beach and toward the ship. I hurled myself at him and sank the sword into his back.

He let out a startled grunt and then fell dead onto the sand.

“That’s for the kids, you sick bastard,” I hissed.

I pulled my sword out of him and whirled around in search of my next target.

The Saecs were dead. We’d killed all of them.

Bedwyr was standing with her sword hanging down by her side, blood smeared on one cheek, and her eyes on fire with the adrenaline of battle.

I looked at her with my heart racing, and she ran toward me. We met, and halted in front of each other with our chests heaving in tandem.

“We did it,” I gasped.

“We did.” Bedwyr half-lifted her free hand, almost as though she was about to touch me on the cheek.

But she stopped herself and swallowed, and then she looked past me to the beach.

“We should clean our weapons first,” I said. “So we don’t scare them.”

“Good idea.” Bedwyr nodded.

We wiped the blood and guts from our blades. I looked around at the fallen bodies and found a scabbard for my stolen Saec sword that I hung from my belt. Bedwyr slid her weapon back into her scabbard, and then we walked slowly over to where the children were.

They were all on their feet and staring at us. As we approached, the oldest girl held out her arms and made all the children stand behind her. She glared at us with her lips pressed together into a thin line. Her pale face was marred by a livid bruise on one cheek, and I was very, very glad that all of the raiders were dead.

Bedwyr and I paused a little distance from the children. We held out our hands to the children to show them we meant no harm.

“It’s alright,” Bedwyr said in a soft tone. “We’re here to take you home.”

“We don’t know you.” The girl’s voice was fierce. “How do we know you’re not here to steal us for yourselves?”

“We would never do that,” I said. “We’re travelers. My name is Elliot, and this is Bedwyr. We were passing by your village, and we saw what the Saecs did. So we came to find you.”

The girl glowered at me, but her lower lip was trembling.

A boy peered out from around the girl’s shoulder. He whispered something in her ear, and she shook her head violently.

“Here.” I took my knife from my belt and tossed it across the sand to her. “Cut yourselves free.”

The girl snatched up the knife. She held it in her hand for a moment, then turned and cut the ropes tied around the rest of the children’s necks. The youngest of them, the little boy, sat down suddenly on the sand with a thud.

“Want Mam,” he said in a small voice.

The oldest girl went to pick him up, but she suddenly burst into loud, gasping sobs.

Bedwyr stepped quickly forward, and the girl allowed her to fold her into a hug. She clung to Bedwyr’s arms, and Bedwyr sank down onto the sand with her and rocked her back and forth.

The other children looked between the girl and me, and I could sense that tears were on the horizon for a lot of them. So I quickly stepped forward and gave them all a big smile.

“Come on,” I said. “Let’s get you guys home. Your moms and dads are all going to be so excited to see you!”

“We get to go home?” one of the little boys asked in such a confused and worried voice that my eyes misted over for a second.

“You do,” I told him in as firm a voice as I could muster. “We’re all going to go there together.”

I went to the youngest boy who was still sitting on the sand. I knelt down and hoisted him up onto my hip. He clung to me like a monkey and pressed his cheek against my shoulder.

The oldest girl had stopped crying, and she got to her feet and stood close by Bedwyr’s side. Bedwyr offered one hand to her and another to the boy who’d been behind her.

I held out my hand to another one of the boys. He came close to my side and gazed up at me with huge brown eyes before wrapping his small fingers in mine.

“That’s it,” I said to him with a smile. “What’s your name, then?”

“Conri,” he whispered.

He was about seven years old, and he studied my face intently before he looked at the rest of my clothes. His bright dark eyes stared at the pistol in my shoulder holster, the knife and Saec weapon in my belt, and then they seized on the sword. His eyes widened in surprise. His mouth opened, and he looked from the sword to my face.

“The sword,” he whispered.

Damn, how did this kid know what the special sword looked like?

I guessed it had been a feature of the local landscape for the past seven years, so most people around here had gone to stare at it and try their hand at pulling it free.

“Come on.” I gave his hand a gentle squeeze. “Let’s get going.”

Our little group walked back along the beach. As we got closer to the village and the kids recognized the familiar tracks, their excitement started to grow. Some of them ran ahead of us, and when the burned circle fence came into view, they broke into a clamor of shouting.

The sobbing woman suddenly appeared between the trees. She stared at us as though she’d seen a ghost, and then she let out a piercing scream.

“Conri!” she shrieked.

“Mam!” The little boy at my side let go of my hand and began to run toward her.

She dashed to meet him, and she caught him up in her arms and swung him around.

“Oh, my son!” she choked out. “Oh, my boy!”

The other adults appeared, and the children shouted as they recognized their mothers and fathers.

The next few minutes were a wonderful chaos of happy reunions.

Tanwen took the tiny boy from my arms, and the two of them clung to each other as though they would never let each other go. Rodda refused to let Conri out of her sight. The oldest girl who’d been so brave and defiant was reunited with her father and mother.

“You should be very proud,” Bedwyr told them with a smile. “Grainya was prepared to defend the other children even with no weapons.”

Grainya buried her face in her mother’s shoulder as her parents embraced her.

“We can’t thank you enough,” her father said in a hoarse voice. “We cannot– I don’t know– we owe you everything.”

“We were glad to help,” I said. “Seriously.”

“You must stay for the night at least,” he insisted. “We can’t let you go on your way without a hot meal in your bellies.”

Bedwyr glanced at me for confirmation.

I nodded and smiled. “Thank you. We’d appreciate that.”

I wasn’t sure what kind of meal we could expect, but the villagers hadn’t been sitting around idle while we rescued their children. Although many of them were wounded, they’d still managed to set up traps and snares in the surrounding woods. When we went back to their camp, there was a rack set up by the campfire with the skins of several squirrels drying before the flames.

One of the women was busy plucking what looked like a pigeon, and there was a small snowstorm of feathers that she was collecting on the blanket spread out beside her.

Most of the villagers’ possessions had been burned or stolen, and as I looked around at the wounded sitting on bundles of branches with scorched blankets wrapped around their shoulders, I suddenly had an idea.

“The ship,” I said to Bedwyr. “It was full of the Saecs’ supplies.”

“Everything they stole must still be in there,” Bedwyr gasped.

“And maybe a few extras the Saecs brought with them,” I said with a nod. “It’s not enough to make up for all the damage they’ve caused these people, but if there are some furs or blankets, it’ll mean the kids won’t be cold tonight.”

“Another good idea of yours,” Bedwyr told me with a smile. “I’ll go and see if any of the villagers feel up to joining us. If there’s a lot, we’ll need all the hands we can get.”

It turned out that a lot of the villagers felt up to taking back their stolen possessions and raiding the Saec warship. Eight of the men and five of the women came with us, and they brought along a small handcart that had escaped the Saecs’ destruction.

Bedwyr and I led the way back to the beach. The tide was rising, and it wouldn’t take much for a concerted effort to shove the ship free so it could float away.

“They must have been planning to leave when the tide was high enough,” I said to Bedwyr, who nodded.

The waves had taken the bodies of the Saecs who had died in the shallows and close to the shore. A few of them floated on the surface of the water nearby where they were already attracting the attention of the local seabirds.

The villagers paused by the corpses in the dunes. Their faces were a mixture of expressions. Some were numb and silent. Others were furious. One woman’s face was twisted into a savage grin like a wolf’s, and she deliberately spat on one of the bloody bodies.

I remembered the burned-out village and the line of captured children, and I couldn’t find it in myself to blame her.

We walked past the bodies and went to the ship. The waves were splashing up high on its rounded wooden sides. Bedwyr and I waded into the water, and I hoisted myself up into the boat then reached over the side to pull Bedwyr up after me.

There was a narrow platform directly behind the carved wolf figurehead, which gave us a place to stand and look out over the front of the boat. A skinny walkway ran from the platform right to the back of the ship, and on either side of the walkway were uncomfortable-looking wooden benches where the oarsmen would sit. There was space at the front and back of the benches for storage, and I could see rolls of fabric and furs stashed away down there along with wooden chests and boxes. At the back of the boat was a crate containing several live chickens, which I guessed had been brought along so the raiders could enjoy fresh eggs during the journey.

“Jackpot,” I said with a grin.

“Jackpot?” Bedwyr repeated in confusion.

“Oh, like, it means something that was unexpected, but important and valuable,” I explained.

“Oh, right.” She nodded.

I turned to help pull more of the villagers up onto the deck, and together we started stripping the ship of all its cargo. We removed everything that looked like it would be valuable or useful and passed them down to the rest of the villagers who were waiting in the water.

Once the ship was empty, I looked around thoughtfully at the rest of the vessel.

“You know,” I said to Bedwyr, “these oars look pretty thick and heavy. I bet they’d be useful for rebuilding the village fence.”

Bedwyr’s eyes lit up. “Yes! Oh, what a grand idea!”

The villagers agreed as well. I suspected they liked the idea of using the Saecs’ own supplies to rebuild the home they’d destroyed.

The oars were indeed very heavy, so we had to make a few trips between the ship and the village to get everything back there. First, we took the furs, blankets, chickens, and other supplies, and then we went back to the ship and removed all of the oars from their rests.

Then we triumphantly marched back to the village.

The other villagers were overjoyed to see not only the return of their stolen possessions, but also some extra booty as well.

“Chickens!” Rodda exclaimed in delight, and she knelt down to show Conri the brown birds who were pecking inquisitively at the wooden bars of their cage. “What a treat!”

Tanwen knelt down beside her.

“If we find a cockbird, we can start a whole flock,” she said.

There was a slight awkwardness to her tone, which I guessed was inevitable after she’d shaken and screamed so harshly at Rodda

But Rodda gave her a wide smile that implied all was forgiven.

“We can,” she said. “That’ll be grand, won’t it, Conri?”

Conri gave a solemn nod, but his attention wasn’t on the chickens. He was staring at the sword on my belt.

I wondered what was going on in his mind, and how best to deal with it. But for now, I had other things to think about.

The villagers who were able had started repairing the village fence. They chopped down the ruined posts and dug up the remaining bits, and I added my muscles to the group as they thrust the stolen oars into the earth to create a sturdy boundary.

Bedwyr helped lift some of the oars into place, and she also helped the children gather branches that could be used to rebuild and repair the village huts.

We worked together all afternoon to help rebuild these people’s homes, and by the time the sun was setting, the village looked in much better shape than it had before. The fence was half-finished, and a start had been made on weaving together the walls for some of the huts. The wind had blown away most of the ashes, and we’d swept away what was left so there was no visual reminder of the terrible events that had happened.

We gathered together under the trees in the makeshift camp and sprawled out on the stolen and recovered furs and blankets. My muscles were aching, and there were blisters rising on my palms, but I felt really fucking good.

It was so satisfying to see the results of my hard work take shape before my eyes. Back on Earth, it was easy to feel disconnected from the things I had to put effort into. Here, I could see firsthand how important my actions were. I was helping to rebuild these people’s homes and their lives.

I couldn’t remember the last time I’d done something that felt as worthwhile as this.

The villagers who couldn’t help with the repairs had been busy preparing squirrel stew or foraging wild greens to go with it. There was bread taken from the Saec food stores as well, and everyone enjoyed a heaping bowlful of stew, vegetables, and bread.

The bread was rock hard, but when soaked in the stew, it became soft enough to eat. And overall, it was one of the best meals I’d ever tasted.

Squirrel, I decided, was tastier than fox. It was a little like chicken, and had a sweeter flavor to it, which was a stark contrast to a fox’s much gamier, leaner meat.

I ate my fill along with everyone else, and then we laid on our backs and gazed up as stars began to fill the sky. The children ran around playing games of their own and shouted and laughed as they enjoyed being home again.

I hoped the trauma of what they’d experienced would fade in time.

But there was no guarantee that it wouldn’t happen again.

And even if it didn’t happen to these kids, it would still happen to different kids in another village. As long as the Saecs were free to raid and pillage, there would always be traumatized and enslaved children, burned-down villages, and slaughtered elders.

Unless something happened.

Unless someone did something about it.

Hadn’t that been a message in some kids’ movie? Something about nothing changing unless someone like the hero cared an awful lot.

Christ, my life was now one kids’ movie reference after the other.

It was a weird contrast considering the bloody slaughter I’d taken part in earlier today.

“Elliot?” Bedwyr was sitting nearby on a bundled-up pile of sheepskins.

Her long rope of hair hung loosely over one shoulder, and a few strands had worked themselves free and hung in wisps around her jawline.

She’d taken off her breastplate, and she looked the most relaxed and peaceful I’d ever seen her. She smiled at me.

“You sighed,” she said by way of explanation. “What are you thinking?”

“Just about everything that happened today,” I replied.

“It was a lot,” she agreed. “But it felt good. I’m glad we could help these people.”

“Me, too.” I nodded. “We did a good thing today.”

Bedwyr tipped her head back and gazed up at the stars. The sky was a soft, clear navy blue, and the moon was a slender white crescent hanging crisply over the trees. The leaping fire bathed her face and throat in a soft orange light, and for a moment, her eyes seemed to glow like jewels as she turned her head.

“We should reach Durovernum the day after tomorrow,” she said in a soft voice. “And then you can find an enchanter to help you. With whatever you decide to do.”

“Yeah.” I nodded slowly.

We didn’t say anything more after that, but her words went around and around in my head.

The villagers called the children to settle down for the night, and everyone burrowed down into furs, sheepskins, and blankets. The night air was crisp, but I was warm underneath my pile of furs and with the heat from the campfire crackling away nearby.

Even so, I laid awake for a while and stared at the flames while I tried to figure out what I was going to do next. Eventually, sleep took me, and I had a mercifully restful night.

The next morning, Bedwyr and I were up with the sun.

The villagers made a pot of porridge for breakfast, and we all ate our fill. But I noticed there was something different in the faces of the adults when they spoke to me. There was a thinly-veiled excitement, and they seemed both very eager to make eye contact and also too nervous to get close to me.

I wasn’t sure what that was about, but when it came time to say our goodbyes, the first man who shook my hand also bowed to me.

I lifted an eyebrow in confusion, and he gave me a reassuring smile.

“Don’t worry,” he said. “None of us will say anything until the time is right.”

“What do you mean?” I asked him.

He nodded meaningfully at the sword on my belt.

And then I realized Conri wasn’t the only one who’d noticed the weapon, seen the dragon carved on the pommel, and realized its significance.

“Oh,” I said with a slightly rueful smile. “So you know.”

“We know.” He nodded. “But we will keep your secret until you wish to reveal yourself to the world.”

“But until then…” Tanwen stepped forward. “You have our loyalty. You returned our children to us, and you helped rebuild our village. We can never repay our debt to you.”

“Oh, well, you know.” I shrugged. “That’s okay. Like I said, I was glad to help.”

“We will never forget what you’ve done for us,” Tanwen said.

She bowed low.

And to my total surprise, so did all the rest of the villagers.

Even Bedwyr bowed her head.

“Oh, jeez, uh…” What the fuck was the right response to twenty people bowing in respect and loyalty? “Fuck… uh, well, thank you.”

“May the goddess protect you on your way, Elliot,” Rodda called.

“Call on us if you ever need help,” one of the men told me.

“Thank you.” I nodded.

The villagers insisted that we take some of their bread and meat with us for the road, and they gave both of us a sheepskin bedroll. They wrapped up surprisingly tight with leather straps that we could wear around our shoulders so we could carry them like backpacks. Bedwyr only owned one sleeping roll, and she’d left it behind so things would be fair. We’d been prepared to just sleep rough, so the bedrolls were a very welcome addition to our inventory.

The villagers waved farewell to us, and Bedwyr and I walked away through the trees back on our way to Durovernum.

I was digesting everything that had just happened, and when I looked around, I found Bedwyr smiling at me.

“That was a new thing for you,” she observed.

“Yeah.” I exhaled. “That was weird.”

“You’ve earned their loyalty,” she said. “That’s a precious thing.”

“Yeah, yeah, I know.” I shook my head. “It’s just weird to have a bunch of people bowing to me, you know?”

“I don’t know,” she replied. “But I can imagine. I think I would feel uncomfortable if that happened to me as well.”

“Yeah.” I shook my head again.

Bedwyr looked at me closely with an expression on her face I couldn’t read. But she didn’t say anything more.

We didn’t talk much for the rest of the day, and we saved our energy for walking. We moved at a steady pace that ate up the miles. We stopped briefly at midday to eat the bannocks Bedwyr had packed for us yesterday. They were dry but quite tasty, and they filled me up enough for the rest of the day.

During the afternoon, our path took us out of the forest, and we came to a road. It was straight and cobbled with large stone slabs, and it looked quite different to what I’d expected to find in this world.

Bedwyr noticed my surprise.

“The Lasgochs built this,” she explained. “It runs directly to Durovernum from one of their old forts a little further along the coast.”

“Oh, right,” I said.

“A straight road is not a bad thing,” she said with a wry smile. “It’s become a saying among our people, when we talk about mixed blessings.”

“It’s a good saying.” I grinned. “‘A straight road is not a bad thing.’ I like that.”

It was a lot easier walking on the road than it had been walking through the forest where we had to pick our way over tree roots and under low-hanging branches. At first, the road was surrounded by tall trees on either side, and as the path moved further away from the forest, the mighty oaks and pines turned to smaller, straggly trees and scrub bushes. Some of them smelled pleasant and were covered in small white flowers, which Bedwyr said was called pitchseed.

“The Lasgochs brought it here,” she said. “It doesn’t grow naturally here.”

I leaned over and sniffed the flowers. “It smells like jasmine.”

“Only while it’s a part of the plant,” she warned me. “Once you cut it, it smells like rotten fish.”

That sounded like the worst Valentine’s Day present ever.

We walked along the road for the last remaining hours of daylight, and when the sun started to head down toward the horizon, Bedwyr called a halt.

“We can camp here,” she said, and she stepped off the road into the scrubby bushes.

I followed her, and we pushed our way through until we found a small space in the foliage that was hidden enough from the road that we could camp there without being disturbed. There were more of the pitchseed bushes growing there, and their glossy, dark green leaves made a good shield between us and any people who might pass by on the road.

I spread out the bedrolls on the ground, and Bedwyr started a small campfire and then unpacked the bread and meat the villagers had given us. They’d refilled our waterskins from their well, so it was a good spread and very welcome after the long trek.

Bedwyr took off her armor and placed it within arm’s reach next to her bedroll, and I did the same with my weapons and holster.

We sat next to each other beside the fire and devoured the food. I was hungry, but it felt good to savor each mouthful. The bread was hard, but it filled my stomach. The meat was dried and very salty, but it was flavorful, and it paired well with the plainness of the bread.

“Why are you smiling?” Bedwyr asked me.

I chuckled softly. “I was just thinking. A week ago, just bread and meat after a long day would have seemed like a very simple meal for me, but this is really good.”

“I see.” She smiled. “I find even the simplest fare feels like a feast after a long day on the road.”

“That’s true.” I stretched out my legs next to the fire and flexed my feet in my boots. “I can’t remember the last time I walked this much.”

“You don’t have straight roads in Florida?” There was a teasing note in her voice.

“No, we do.” I grinned. “But I guess I just don’t walk them that much.”

“How do you get around?” she asked.

I exhaled slowly as I tried to figure out how best to explain cars to her.

“We have machines that take us around,” I said. “I guess like a horse and cart, only it doesn’t have a horse, and it just moves by itself.”

“How?” She frowned. “Is it magic?”

“I guess kind of,” I said. “We don’t have magic in Florida, but we have a force called electricity. That makes a lot of things work. Inventions. We use electricity all the time. It’s in everything.”

“Ecclecity?” She tried to sound the word out in the same way I’d sounded out the foreign names and words I’d encountered.

“Electricity,” I said with a smile.

“And you ride around in electricity carts?” she asked.

“Yeah.” I nodded.

“Hmm.” She pondered this for a bit. “I can see how that would be useful for long journeys.”

“It is,” I said. “But people often use them for short journeys as well, which isn’t so good. They make a lot of noise and pollution. Pollution is like a kind of dirt that goes into the air and makes it poisonous.”

“Goddess.” Bedwyr’s eyes opened wide. “Why do people use them if they’re poisonous?”

“Convenience,” I said with a shrug. “People want to get to where they want to go as quickly as possible.”

“But if they poison the air, then surely it’s not worth it,” she said in an indignant tone. “What does it matter if you move quickly? You won’t be able to move at all if you’re dead.”

Her tone was so outraged and so true that I had to chuckle.

“You’re right,” I said. “It’s a dumb system.”

“Hmm,” she agreed.

We were silent for a little while.

The fire leaped and crackled softly, and orange sparks whirled up into the air. The warmth of the flames was a gentle heat on my legs. My back and shoulders would have been cold, but Bedwyr was sitting next to me, and I could feel her presence against me like a blanket.

I glanced sideways at her out of the corner of my eye and found her watching me. We smiled at each other and then looked away again. She was sitting with one leg tucked up under her, and her bent knee was almost touching my thigh.

The space between us seemed very small and also impossibly vast.

I wanted to reach out and take her hand.

We’d only spent a few days together, but I felt like I knew Bedwyr. I’d seen her courage, seen her anger, seen her kindness. She was a formidable woman. And if I got to know her better, I would be a very lucky man.

I shifted my leg on the ground until my thigh barely grazed Bedwyr’s knee. I didn’t know if she would pull away. But she didn’t.

And when I glanced around at her again, she was watching me with her hazel eyes as bright as gems in the leaping fire.

I couldn’t look away from her.

We gazed at each other like we wanted to drink each other up like fine wine.

Until a nightbird called somewhere nearby, and we both glanced away.

I didn’t know where to look next, so I tipped back my head and stared up at the sky.

It was a pale, murky yellow low on the horizon where the sun had set, but directly over us, it was a dark navy blue. In the village last night, the view had been obscured by the treetops, but out there on the road, the vast expanse of the galaxy was laid out above us like a blanket.

And it was incredible.

There were thousands upon thousands of stars twinkling and burning above me. They gleamed like spilled sugar crystals, and the longer I gazed at them, the more they seemed to move and swirl in patterns of their own. My eyes tracked the lines between each star, and I felt like I was watching the steps of a dance. A dance that was thousands of years old. A dance that was now lost to a lot of people on Earth by light pollution.

“In Florida,” I said, “we can’t see the stars very well. Not like this. The lights of our cities are so bright, they block out the stars.”

Bedwyr made a small noise of dismay. “I don’t like that.”

“No, it’s not great,” I sighed. “But this… this is incredible.”

“Will you miss it?” Her voice was very quiet. “When you go back?”

I was silent for a moment.

But in truth, I didn’t have to think about it any longer.

The fight with the dragon had started the process, but our adventure with the villagers yesterday had cemented it.

I knew for sure now, and I felt a sudden warm rush of happiness that Bedwyr would be the first one to know.

“About that,” I said. “I’ve actually decided… I’m not going to go back.”

Bedwyr’s head snapped around to look at me.

“You mean it?” she gasped.

“Yep.” I nodded. “Tomorrow when we get to Durovernum and find an enchanter, I’m going to ask them to find Myrthin, not to send me back to Florida. I’m going to become king and stop the Saecs.”

Bedwyr flung her arms around me.

I had a moment of feeling her strong, soft body pressing against me. And then my arms were around her as well. And then our mouths found each other, and I knew a gleaming firework of joy and desire as Bedwyr and I kissed under the sparkling glory of the galaxy.
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Chapter 7

Bedwyr’s mouth tasted of salt, smoke, and that sweet, organic freshness that was all her own. She kissed me like she’d been offered a glass of water after almost dying in a desert, and she clung to me with a fierce strength that took my breath away.

My hands went to her narrow waist and pulled her down on top of me. Bedwyr braced her hands in the grass on either side of my shoulders and leaned forward so her breasts pressed against my chest.

The soft strength of her was intoxicating. I could feel the heat of her even through our clothes, and whenever I breathed, I inhaled the fresh pine-like scent of her hair and skin.

“Bedwyr,” I murmured.

“Elliot,” she breathed.

“Is this okay?” I asked in a low voice. “Tell me if you want to stop, if you want to…”

“Elliot,” she whispered. “I want to make love to you. Right here. Under the stars.”

“God,” I breathed. “You’re so beautiful. You’re incredible, Bedwyr. I’ve never met anyone like you before.”

“Me, neither.” She drew back a little bit and looked down at me. “You’re unlike any man in Prydain, Elliot. Your bravery, your strength… I’m so glad I met you.”

“So am I.” I reached up and cupped her cheek in my hand.

She turned her head to press her skin even closer against my palm. Then her fingers went to the lower hem of her tunic. She paused for a moment and looked at me.

I stared at her in breathless anticipation.

The corner of her mouth curved up into a smile.

And she pulled her tunic up over her head.

Bedwyr’s breasts weren’t the largest I’d ever seen, but they were the most beautiful. They were perfectly shaped globes, and although her face and arms were slightly tanned from the sun, her breasts were an untouched white. The firelight turned her nipples to a darker pink than her lips.

For a few moments, I was too stunned to speak.

The sight of her body revealed to me in the light of the fire made me feel drunk. I was dizzy with it; it was overwhelming.

My hands reached up to cup her breasts, and Bedwyr let out a soft sigh of pleasure as I touched her. Then she gasped as I slowly ran my thumbs over her nipples.

“Ohhhh,” she breathed. “Oh, that feels nice.”

“Tell me what you want me to do,” I whispered. “Tell me how you want me to touch you.”

“I like that.” Her eyes fluttered closed. “That feels good.”

She pressed herself against my abdomen, which sent the blood whirling straight to my cock. I swallowed hard, and a small, knowing smile curved Bedwyr’s lips.

“I want to feel your manhood inside me,” she whispered.

“Are you…” I was going to bet they didn’t have condoms in this world. “Shall I finish outside you? Or is it a safe day?”

Bedwyr’s eyebrows lifted. “You know about safe days? How certain times of the month are more likely to produce a child?”

I nodded, and she let out a soft little laugh.

“Of course you do,” she whispered. “Oh, Elliot, you truly are like no other man I’ve ever known. It is a safe day, and I would be honored to have your seed inside me.”

She lowered her head and kissed me hard. I kissed her back, and my hands went to the firm shape of her ass and held her against me.

“I want you to take these off,” I murmured as I pulled at the waistband of her pants.

Bedwyr leaned back and stood up.

I missed the delicious warmth of her body, but then she undid her belt, pulled her pants down her long, slender thighs, and kicked off her shoes. Underneath her pants she wore a cotton garment that looked like bikini briefs that were tied together at both sides. She undid the laces, it fell down to the ground after her pants, and Bedwyr stood in front of me entirely naked.

My eyes roamed over the splendor of her body. Her long, slender arms and legs, which were toned with strong muscles. Her narrow waist and the curve of her hips. Her soft pale breasts. The folds of her pussy between her legs where it was waiting for me.

“Fuck.” The word fell from my lips as I sat up. “Fuck, Bedwyr, you look… God. You look fucking amazing when you’re not wearing armor. I mean, you look fucking amazing when you are wearing armor, but out of armor– holy shit. You’re something else.”

“Thank you.” Bedwyr’s voice was low and soft.

She stepped closer to me then knelt down with her knees on either side of my thighs and put her hands on my shoulders as she settled into my lap. The firelight flickered on her smooth hips, and as she moved, I caught a glimpse of the glistening folds between her legs.

“You’re already wet for me,” I murmured.

“You make me into an ocean,” she whispered.

Bedwyr’s eyelashes fluttered over pupils that were wide and black with desire. She licked her lips and nudged her nose against mine. Our mouths brushed against each other in a teasing dance, and then Bedwyr put her hand along my jaw and guided my lips to meet hers.

The kiss sent fiery sparks of lust tingling all through my body. My cock throbbed, my heart was pounding in my chest, and goosebumps broke out all over my skin.

My hands went to Bedwyr’s waist and then slid lower until I found the delicious firmness of her ass. Then my hands went lower and stroked down her thighs. First the outside, and then the inside, and then my knuckles grazed against the sweet, wet heat of her pussy.

Bedwyr let out a little gasp. Her fingers dug into my shoulders as one of my fingers slid between her pussy lips like a hot knife into butter.

“Does that feel good?” I murmured.

“Mmmmm,” Bedwyr sighed. “Oh, yes, it feels so good.”

I covered one of her breasts with my hand and grazed the tight bud of her nipple with my palm. Bedwyr sighed in pleasure and then gasped as I lowered my lips to her other breast and nuzzled her nipple with my mouth. I kissed her there and then took her nipple between my teeth and gently nipped at it.

“Yesss,” Bedwyr gasped. “Mmm, that feels good.”

I licked her nipple again and worked it with my teeth and tongue as my other hand pressed against her pussy. My fingers grazed her swollen clit, and Bedwyr jumped and tried to clench her thighs around my hand, but the way she was kneeling on my lap kept her legs open.

“No,” I murmured. “You keep those thighs wide open for me.”

“Elliot…” Bedwyr’s lips parted in her ecstasy.

Then she let out a sharp, breathless cry as I found her clit again and began to rub circles around it with my thumb. At the same time, I slid two fingers inside her tight pussy and began pulsing them in and out.

“Goddess!” Bedwyr gasped out.

Her fingers dug into my shoulders, and she bucked her hips back and forth against my wrist.

I nuzzled her breasts with my mouth. Then I lapped at her nipples and teased them with my lips. Bedwyr moaned as my mouth lavished her breasts with sensation, and my fingers worked deep inside her. Her clit was throbbing and engorged under my touch. The walls of her pussy constricted and clenched around my fingers as I drove her toward her orgasm.

“Do you like that?” My voice was ragged.

“Yes, yes– fuck!” Bedwyr gasped.

Her pussy spasmed around my fingers, and her fingers dug like claws into my shoulders as her body rippled with orgasmic pleasure.

“Ohhh… ohhh, fuck!” she cried.

Her whole body trembled, and she threw her head back as she climaxed.

“Yes!” she wailed.

Bedwyr’s pussy clenched around my fingers as hot juices flowed out over my hand, and she jerked and writhed in pleasure as the orgasm filled her. She held onto me while she rode the wave of ecstasy. After a moment, her body went limp, and she rested her forehead on the crook of my neck.

I slid my fingers out of her, and she looked up at me with bleary eyes.

“Goddess,” she whispered. “Elliot…”

“Was that good?” I asked her.

I had a feeling I knew the answer already, but her slow, wondering smile confirmed it for me.

“That was beautiful,” she breathed. “I’ve never… I’ve never felt pleasure like that before. Not with any man. And that was just with your fingers.”

“I have been told I’m pretty good with my fingers,” I admitted with half a smile.

“You are a king among commoners,” she breathed. “In more ways than one.”

She reached up and kissed me gently on the lips. Heat radiated from her skin, and her cheeks were flushed with passionate desire. She smiled at me, and her top teeth pressed against her lower lip.

Her breasts rose and fell as she got her breath back, and the sight of them bobbing up and down made my cock ache with desire. Sparks of lust burst inside my veins, and my hands tightened on her hips in an involuntary gesture.

Bedwyr pulled back a little bit and surveyed me with heavy-lidded eyes.

“What are you thinking about now?” I asked her in a low, husky voice.

“I’m thinking…” she purred, “if I can get so much pleasure from just your fingers… then what is your manhood capable of?”

“Are you ready to find out?” My voice was rough with desire.

Bedwyr gave an excited nod.

“Then lie down,” I growled.

Bedwyr slid off my lap and laid down on her back.

I surveyed the perfect landscape of her body. The firelight danced and flickered over her smooth, flat stomach, the pert, perfect hills of her breasts, and the shadowy valley between her legs.

I knelt over her, and Bedwyr arched her back with her thighs splayed wide open to give me full access to every part of her body. Her cheeks were flushed pink, and her lips were parted in excitement. Her nipples were fully erect and hard as gemstones.

I traced a trail of featherlight kisses down her calf and then inside her thighs. I paused just outside her glistening entrance. Her pussy begged me to continue, but I managed to control myself.

“Elliot…” Bedwyr let out a begging gasp. “I want to see you. You’ve seen me, now let me see your body. Let me see everything.”

She half-sat up and reached for my shirt. She pulled it up over my head and then let out a little sigh of satisfaction. She ran her hands over the planes of my chest with a pleased smile. Then her hands went lower and found the button on my jeans.

“Wait.” I stopped her hand with my own. “I’ll do it. But you have to lie back.”

Bedwyr bit her lower lip, but she obeyed.

She laid down on her back, and I stood up. I unlaced my boots and kicked them off. Then I unbuttoned my jeans and pulled them down to the ground. Bedwyr licked her lips in anticipation.

I pulled my boxers down, and Bedwyr’s thighs pressed together in a sudden, convulsive movement of need.

“Ohh…” she whispered.

I dropped the last of my clothing to the ground, and then I stood naked in front of Bedwyr as she had done for me.

Bedwyr licked her lips.

“My king,” she whispered.

Which was perhaps the sexiest thing any woman had ever said to me.

I knelt down in front of her, and Bedwyr opened her knees to let me in. I held my cock with one hand. It was throbbing so hard it was almost ready to burst.

With one quick buck of my hips, I thrust my cock inside Bedwyr’s waiting pussy.

Bedwyr moaned in pleasure, and the feeling of her silky, wet pussy on my cock after so much build-up was almost unbearably intense. I released a loud groan, and for a moment, I just held myself inside her and savored the sensation of Bedwyr’s body finally joining with mine.

“Yes…” Bedwyr whimpered in pleasure.

“You feel so good,” I groaned. “Your pussy on my cock… It feels just as good as I thought it would.”

“You can go deeper,” she gasped. “I can feel you’re holding back. I want all of you.”

I eased the hard length of my cock deeper inside her pussy, and Bedwyr let out a long exhale of satisfaction as I filled her completely.

“Yeeeees…” she breathed. “That’s it, oh, goddess, yes…”

“Is that alright?” I asked. “It’s not too much?”

“It’s perfect.” Bedwyr’s eyes half-closed in pleasure.

I eased my cock out of her a little bit and thrust in again even deeper, which made Bedwyr let out a cry of pure bliss.

The slick feeling of her tunnel encompassing my cock was a total rush, and my heart was hammering with the overwhelming sensation of how fucking fantastic it felt.

We began to move together as our hips rhythmically rocked in perfect synchronization. My cock thrust in and out of Bedwyr’s pussy, and her juices ran down my shaft. Each time I drove into her, she let out a tiny, sharp moan of delight.

“Oh, fuck,” she gasped. “Yes, Elliot, yes, oh, goddess, that’s it.”

“You like that?” I grunted.

“Your manhood feels so good inside me,” she gasped. “Oh, oh, yes!”

I scooped my arms under her torso and held her shoulders, and she wrapped her legs around my waist to hold me steady as I drove deep inside her.

She was soaking wet, and her hot pussy throbbed with arousal around my aching cock. Bedwyr thrust her hips up to meet each of my thrusts, and she let out a breathless moan as the angle hit some sensitive spot inside her.

“Yeeeess,” she whimpered.

“You like how that feels?” I gasped.

“Yes, yes,” she moaned. “Oh, goddessss… Oh, fuck, Elliot, go harder.”

I increased the pace and hammered into her with deep, quick thrusts. Bedwyr’s eyes were squeezed shut, and her mouth was open as her body rocked. Her breasts bounced up and down between us as we moved together even more quickly.

I drew back a little bit so I could enjoy the view of her body moving under the force of my thrusts. Her pussy was so wet, and my whole world narrowed to the sensation of driving my cock into that sweet, wet heat and hearing Bedwyr gasp and moan with each thrust I made.

The movements of her hips were becoming more erratic, and I could tell she was almost there.

My cock slipped in and out of her like a piston in an engine. I pounded even harder and deeper into her body, and the walls of her pussy quivered around me. I plunged into her again and again, and Bedwyr released a moan that rose in volume as she reached her second orgasm. Her whole body shuddered, her pussy constricted, and her limbs jerked involuntarily with the force of the sensations that overcame her.

Our bodies slammed together, and as Bedwyr’s pussy clutched at my cock in satiation, I groaned, gasped, and finally let myself climax.

The sensation was so intense that, for a moment, my vision went black. I gripped Bedwyr’s shoulders as I emptied deep inside her waiting pussy. My climax seemed to last forever, and each pulse of pleasure poured another flood of my seed deep into her accepting body.

The orgasm rocked through my body with stars and fireworks bursting behind my eyes. A shudder and a shiver shook my whole body, and the blood whirled in my ears as my senses recalibrated.

Finally, I was spent.

I dragged my cock out of Bedwyr’s body and rolled over to lie next to her on my back. We laid together with our chests heaving and our breaths coming in gasps as we recovered from what we’d just done together.

Finally, I managed to turn my head to look at Bedwyr.

She was lying with her eyes closed, but she must have felt my gaze on her because she opened her eyes and turned her head to look at me. A wide, soft smile spread across her face.

“Elliot,” she breathed.

“How was that?” I whispered.

“Good.” She let out a soft laugh. “Oh, Elliot. That was… I’ve never experienced anything as good as that before.”

“It was good, wasn’t it?” I chuckled quietly.

“It’s a memory I will never forget.” She glanced up at the stars swirling overhead. “To experience a thing like this with the man who has brought hope to the land for the first time in years… That’s very special.”

“It was special for me, too.” I reached out and gently stroked her arm. “I’ve never met anyone like you, Bedwyr. A warrior like you. A woman like you. You’re unlike anyone I’ve ever met.”

“How do I compare to the maidens of Florida?” she asked me with a teasing smile.

“You don’t,” I replied. “You outperform them in every way.”

Bedwyr laughed softly then sat up and reached for her tunic.

“We should get dressed again,” she said. “I would love to lie with you under the stars in just our skins, but…”

“No, you’re right,” I said. “We should be ready for anything.”

We got into our clothes, and then we laid down together in our bedrolls by the fire. Bedwyr cuddled up close to me with her back against my chest, and I fell asleep with the sweet, woody perfume of her hair tickling my nose.

I had the best night’s sleep I’d had in years, and I woke up as the sun was creeping above the horizon. The dawn was gray and a little misty, but as I laid in the bed of furs and blankets with Bedwyr’s warm body pressed against mine, the sun burned away the mist and warmed the ground. The sky turned a crisp, clear blue, and I could tell it was going to be a warm day.

I gently kissed the side of Bedwyr’s forehead to wake her.

“It’s morning,” I whispered.

She instantly came awake and sat up with a deep yawn.

“Sleep well?” I asked her with a smile.

“I did,” she said in a surprised voice. “I didn’t expect to, but…”

She threw me a knowing glance, and we both laughed.

We rolled up the blankets and fleeces and strapped them to our backs, then put on our weapons, and kicked dirt over the remaining ashes of the fire. We ate the rest of the bread and meat, drained the water skins, and carried on with the last leg of our journey.

The sun shone down on us, and the sky was a beautiful clear blue. The smell of the pitchseed bushes was heavy in the air, but after a few hours of steady walking, the scrub on either side of the road started to thin out. Then, on the horizon, I saw a hazy, dark gray line that grew taller and taller as we approached, and then it transformed into tall city walls.

We’d reached Durovernum.

The walls ran all around the city, and there were watchtowers on either side of the big wood-and-iron gates that led into the city. But no one bothered us as we walked up, and we stepped into the city along with a cart full of caged chickens, a woman on a squat, stocky pony, and two young boys in leather tunics. The boys looked at Bedwyr in open admiration then glanced at me and quickly looked away again.

Bedwyr didn’t seem to notice their scrutiny. Or maybe it happened so often that she didn’t pay attention to it anymore.

“I know there’s a street where the enchanters live,” she said. “If we go there, we can see who’s working today.”

“Sounds good,” I said with a nod.

Bedwyr led the way through the city, and I walked at her side. My head craned every which way to try and take in everything I was seeing.

The city was a busy, bustling place. The streets were made of stone slabs like the Lasgoch road we’d followed here, and the houses were a mixture of simple wood-and-thatch huts like the ones in Bedwyr’s village and much grander buildings with white walls and pointed red-tiled roofs.

“Those are Lasgoch villas,” Bedwyr said when she saw me looking. “They look like just one building, but what you can see from the street is just the outer walls. Behind the walls, each villa is made up of many different rooms. I’ve heard they have private gardens and fountains in there as well.”

“Wow.” I whistled. “There’s quite a difference between the villas and the huts, then.”

“Yes.” Bedwyr nodded. “Only the richest can afford a villa. There are some Prydanan merchants and traders who live in them, but it’s mostly old Lasgoch families, or families with mingled Lasgoch and Prydanan bloodlines.”

It was a weird visual to look down one road and see a clean, white expanse of brick-and-tile villas then look down another road and see a line of slightly shambling wood-and-thatch round huts. The huts weren’t necessarily shabby or in a state of disrepair, but visually, they couldn’t compete with the straight lines and trim angles of the villas.

The streets nearest the city walls were all mostly made up of villas, and as we journeyed deeper into the city, it became clear that it was an area more occupied by the Prydanan citizens.

There were more cracked slabs in the roads, and the garbage and slop had been allowed to build up on street corners. There were businesses as well as houses, and the buildings were a mixture of single-story huts and taller, angular brick-and-stone buildings.

“Here.” Bedwyr pointed.

She led the way down a narrow street, which was entirely filled with round Prydanan huts. Some of them had poles driven into the ground outside which had strange effigies fixed to the top.

I paused by one of them to get a better look at it. It was a cloth bundle with long wisps of hair attached by driving rusty nails through the fabric. There was a small animal skull on the very front of the bundle, which had a nail going through its empty eye socket.

The whole thing was very Blair Witch.

It didn’t give me very good vibes.

But we’d come here with a task to complete, and I walked after Bedwyr, who’d gone ahead of me down the street. She was waiting for me outside one of the huts. I was glad to see it didn’t have any creepy shit outside. It looked like just a plain round hut, not any better or worse than the ten or so other buildings along the rest of the street.

“Here?” I questioned.

Bedwyr pointed to a little wooden sign hanging from a nail on the front of the door. It showed a circle that had been burned into the wood of the sign.

“That means whoever’s inside is doing business today,” she explained.

“Ah, right.” I nodded. “Do we knock?”

“Yes.” Bedwyr lifted her hand and rapped on the wooden door.

There was a shuffling sound from inside the hut, and then the door opened. An old woman poked her head out.

“Yes?” she asked.

“Are you an enchantress?” Bedwyr asked her.

The woman’s dark eyes darted from Bedwyr to me. She stared at me for a long moment and seemed to be studying me. Then she nodded slowly.

“I am Medrawt,” she said. “I throw the bones.”

I had no idea what that meant, but Bedwyr seemed to think that was a good idea.

“We are in need of your services,” she said. “We wish to find someone who is lost.”

“It will cost you,” Medrawt said, and she gave me another quick look.

She spoke with a strong accent I couldn’t place. There was a harsh, throaty edge to her vowels, and she seemed to put an extra syllable into a lot of the words. It was very different to Bedwyr’s soft lilt.

Bedwyr took something out of her pouch and held it out to the enchantress. I recognized it as one of the gold brooches the Saec raiders had used to secure their cloaks.

Medrawt took the brooch in her hand and held it up to the light to examine. She put it to her mouth and bit down on the metal with a quick, savage gesture.

She was a tall, extremely skinny woman, and her hair puffed out around her face in an iron-gray, frizzy cloud. The volume of her hair was a weird contrast to her face, where there was so little flesh it made her skin seem pulled tight over the bones. Her eyes glittered with an unnatural brightness in her hollow face. The overall effect reminded me of a skull with jewels lodged in the eye sockets.

It wasn’t the most comforting image.

Medrawt nodded in satisfaction and squirreled the brooch away inside the long, coarse brown robe she wore.

“Come in,” she said.

Bedwyr and I followed her inside the hut, and Medrawt shut the door behind us.

It was gloomy inside, and it took my eyes a few moments to adjust to the dark. It was a small space, about twelve feet across. There was a low fire in a hearth in the middle of the floor like Bedwyr had in her hut, and Medrawt stepped up to the coals and kindled another light from their fire. It was the same kind Bedwyr had used, where it looked like a fat reed or piece of grass that had been coated in cloudy white fat or grease.

It caught and sent out a belch of black smoke along with its weak, flickering light.

Medrawt set the light into a holder and hung it from a hook that swung from the ceiling.

“Sit down,” she said, and she gestured to the floor.

There weren’t any chairs or stools, or even any cushions to soften the impact of the packed earth floor.

I sat down gingerly next to the fire. At least the floor was dry.

The hut was too dark to see very well, but I was aware of Medrawt moving around the edges of the room. There was a scuffling sound and then a scraping squeak.

I glanced at Bedwyr.

Her eyebrows were drawn together into a frown, and from the way her hand rested on the handle of her sword, I could tell she was on the alert as well.

She nodded at me slightly, and I nodded back.

Medrawt came back to the fire. She knelt down on the ground, which couldn’t have been good for a woman as old as she was. She settled herself down and dropped a small leather pouch onto the ground.

“Now,” she said. “You want to find someone, is that it?”

“Yes,” Bedwyr replied.

“Mm.” Medrawt glanced at her, then at me, and then picked up the leather pouch.

She lifted it to her mouth and murmured something into it. Then she began to rock back and forth with the pouch held over her heart. A low, dark humming sound came from between her slightly parted lips. Her eyes closed and opened, closed and opened, closed and opened.

Bedwyr shifted slightly on the ground next to me. She was intently watching the enchantress in front of us.

It was a weird and unsettling sight, but I had no way of knowing if that was normal or not. Bedwyr didn’t seem freaked out by the old woman rocking and humming on the floor, so maybe that was just how magic worked in this universe. If swords could be pulled from stones, then maybe this was normal.

All the same.

It was still really fucking freaky.

Medrawt lifted her face and stared blindly up at the dark ceiling of the hut. Her eyes were rolled so far back into her head that only the whites showed. It made her face look even more like a skull than it had before, and she bared pointed white teeth that looked more like fangs than any part of normal human anatomy. Her wild gray waves of hair fell over her face as she rocked back and forth.

The humming noise slowly rose in intensity and became higher and more nasally. It reminded me of an old and dried-up marker squeaking down a whiteboard.

It was very unpleasant to listen to, and it made my head ache.

Without realizing it, I was gripping the handle of my knife.

I gritted my teeth.

But then, abruptly, the humming stopped, Medrawt loosened the string holding the leather pouch closed, and she threw the contents out onto the ground between us.

I released my grip on my knife with a quiet exhale of relief.

Then I looked down at the contents of the pouch. They were a mixture of objects, a few of which looked uncomfortably like human teeth. There were some bones that I hoped had belonged to an animal and not a human. I saw a few coins as well, a little tile that looked like it was made of ivory, a seashell, an acorn, and a tiny brown object that I had to stare at for a few seconds before I realized it was a clay model of a penis.

My eyes widened at that, and I felt slightly queasy as Medrawt leaned over the objects and touched them with one long, ridged fingernail.

“Hm,” she said.

“Do you need to know any more details?” Bedwyr asked.

Medrawt held up a commanding hand. “Silence.”

Bedwyr lifted her eyebrows but didn’t say anything.

Medrawt touched the clay penis and glanced up at me from underneath her eyebrows.

“Hm,” she said again.

I’d tried to keep quiet because I was still finding my feet in this world and I didn’t want to accidentally offend a potentially dangerous enchantress. But the way she kept looking at me was putting me on edge, and I really didn’t like the way she was poking that tiny phallus.

“What does that mean?” I asked. “What do you see?”

“I see everything.” Medrawt’s upper lip curled back from her teeth. “I see it all.”

She stood abruptly.

“Wait, is that it?” I asked.

Medrawt ignored me and moved into the shadows of the far wall. There was another scraping sound as she searched for something.

I exchanged a look with Bedwyr.

“What is this?” I asked her in a low whisper.

“I don’t know.” She shook her head.

“Are all enchantresses like this?” I asked.

“No, not at all,” she whispered back. “This one is… peculiar.”

“Okay.” I frowned. “Glad it’s not just me who’s getting a weird vibe from her. Is there a different one we can find?”

“We can try,” Bedwyr said with a nod. “There are other huts in this street, and we can ask around.”

I glanced up to see where Medrawt was. She was rummaging in a box by the wall, and then she straightened. She turned around.

The firelight gleamed on the knife in her hand.

I didn’t even have time to shout out a warning before she lunged at us.
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Chapter 8

I shoved Bedwyr out of the way. She let out a grunt as I landed on top of her, but her breastplate took the impact.

I rolled off of her and came up to my feet. I was just in time to dodge Medrawt’s second blow as she came at me with the knife again.

Her gleaming eyes were wild, her teeth were bared, and the bony fingers of her free hand clawed at me.

“Fuck!” she screeched. “Fuck you!”

“The fuck is happening?” I leaped back another step as she swiped at me again.

I snatched the knife from my belt and held it up in front of me. It was a little longer than Medrawt’s blade, but there was a crazed look in the old woman’s eyes like she wouldn’t even need the weapon to kill me. I could very well imagine her tearing my throat out with her bare teeth.

“I see it all, you sack of shit,” she spat. “I know who you are. The bones don’t lie.”

“Wait, what are you saying?” I demanded.

“You are he who was prophesied,” she hissed. “I saw your future, you witless lump of filth. I’ve waited for your coming for a long time!”

“The prophecy?” I stared at her. “Myrthin’s prophecy?”

“Myrthin.” She bared her teeth. “That old fool. What few brains he had rotted away years ago.”

“You seem real pissed off about his prophecy,” I pointed out.

Medrawt let out a low growl and lunged at me again.

Bedwyr was still on the ground, and she stuck her foot out and sent the old woman stumbling to her knees. I kicked the knife out of her hand, and Bedwyr slammed her down on her back.

The breath went out of her with a wheeze, and Medrawt let out a wild gasp. Bedwyr straddled her and pinned her arms down against the ground.

The old woman’s eyes darted furiously from Bedwyr’s face to mine.

“This doesn’t matter,” she hissed. “Hold me down all you want, pretender.”

“Pretender?” Bedwyr scowled down at her. “He is the prophesied one. You said so yourself.”

“Prophecies,” Medrawt sneered. “What are they against a bloodline of kings and queens that reaches back for generations?”

“There is no bloodline,” Bedwyr snapped.

“Yeah.” I frowned. “I thought the whole point was that Prydain never had a king. Not one that ruled the whole land, at least.”

“You think Prydain is just your soft southern lands of Loegres?” Medrawt sneered. “The Painted People have just as much a claim to the throne as that viper Vortigern. We never bowed to the Lasgoch yoke upon our necks. We alone stood firm and rebelled against the tyrants’ rule. Who among the Loegrians can say that?”

I glanced at Bedwyr.

This woman was crazy, but she had a point.

“There will never be a Painted Queen upon the throne of Prydain,” Bedwyr insisted. “You live as our ancestors did. Your people would never accept one monarch speaking for all of them.”

“They will listen to me!” Medrawt bucked underneath Bedwyr’s grip, her eyes blazed, and white flecks of spit gathered at the corners of her cracked lips.

“Elliot is the prophesied king!” Bedwyr shouted.

“And I am Medrawt of the Painted People!” the enchantress screamed. “The blood of the Painted Kings and Queens of old sings in my veins! I am magic, and fury, and power, and I will bring death down upon your heads before you take the throne from me!”

Her whole body suddenly contorted. Her eyes rolled back into her head, her jaw clenched shut, and the tendons stood out like taut wires in her neck.

And then she vanished.

Leaving her long robe empty on the floor.

Without Medrawt’s body under her, Bedwyr fell forward on her hands and knees. The movement disrupted the coarse fabric of the robe, and as it moved, a huge brown rat leaped from the discarded garment and scuttled toward the door.

“Fuck!” I instinctively jumped back. “Is that–?”

“Get it!” Bedwyr shouted. “She’s changed her skin!”

I recovered myself and dove after Medrawt the rat.

She dashed away from me and ran around the other side of the fire. But Bedwyr was waiting for her on that side, and the rat let out a high-pitched squeak as Bedwyr’s sword came down on her.

“Did you get her?” I shouted.

“No! Fuck!” Bedwyr spun around and tried to locate where the rat had gone. “I can’t see her!”

I grabbed the rushlight from the hook and held it up to try and illuminate the space.

“There!” I hurled my knife at a dark flash of movement.

My blade thudded into the packed earth floor, the rat let out another squeal, and she made a frantic dash toward the door.

“She’s making a break for it!” I shouted.

Bedwyr was closest, and she lunged after the rat, but Medrawt was too quick. She squeezed underneath the door of the hut and vanished outside.

“No!” Bedwyr shouted.

She shoved the door wide open and followed after her.

I leaped over the smoldering coals of the fire and charged out after both of them.

Bedwyr was running down the street with her sword in her hand, and I caught sight of a small dark shape running frantically over the ground ahead of her.

I ran after them, and I caught up with Bedwyr just as she reached the end of the street and lunged after Medrawt.

The rat darted across the street.

And almost went under the hooves of a horse that seemed to have come out of nowhere.

The instincts honed by living in Florida for over thirty years made me glance both ways before running into the street, and I saw the horse just in time to grab Bedwyr’s arm and yank her back to safety.

The rat narrowly managed to escape getting trampled by the horse’s hooves, and the horse was terrified by the encounter.

It let out a shrill whinny and skittered sideways in a series of wild hops and jumps. The rider tried to cling on, but then the horse half-reared up on its hind legs, and with a little cry, the rider tumbled from its back.

Bedwyr darted forward and grabbed the horse’s reins. I ran in, grabbed the rider under the arms, and dragged her away from the horse’s flailing hooves.

I cast a wild look around, but it was no use. Medrawt had vanished.

The rider, who I only now realized was a woman, was too stunned to say anything, and she went limp in my grasp. I hoisted her up into my arms and carried her bridal-style out of the road.

“It’s okay,” I gasped. “I’ve got you.”

I looked down at the woman in my arms and almost dropped her in surprise.

She was fucking gorgeous.

She had long, honey-colored hair in two thick braids that were wrapped with leather ribbons. Her lips were full, and her mouth was as perfectly sculpted as a marble statue. She had a delicate jawline and softly arched, light brown eyebrows above big eyes that were the shifting, blue-green color of the ocean in summer.

I guessed her lips and cheeks would normally be flushed a perfect rosy pink color, but right now, they were pale and bloodless. She tried to lift one hand, and it shook like a leaf in a high wind.

“I…” She tried to speak, but the words faded into nothing.

“It’s okay,” I said quickly in a low, soothing voice. “You’ve had a shock, but you’re going to be alright.”

Her gray lips moved soundlessly, and her eyelashes fluttered.

Bedwyr had calmed the horse, and she stood with her hand on its bridle.

“Is she hurt?” she called over to me.

“I don’t know,” I said. “I don’t think so, but she’s had a shock.”

“The tavern.” She pointed to one of the buildings a little way down the street.

People had already started to gather outside of it after they heard the commotion. Everything had happened really quickly, but the rest of the world was catching up.

A boy ran up to me, peered into the woman’s face, and then spun around to address the crowd.

“There’s a lady!” he announced with relish. “And she’s dead!”

Someone let out a cry of horror.

“She’s not dead!” I fixed the boy with a stabbing glare. “She just fainted. She needs to recover.”

“She needs a good drink of something hard, that’s what she needs,” an older woman said.

She came up to me, pressed the back of her hand against the lady’s forehead, and grunted.

I was a bit suspicious of old women after everything that had just gone down with Medrawt, but this woman couldn’t be more different from the Painted enchantress. Her hair was white and kept in a thick braid, like Bedwyr’s hair, and her eyes twinkled as she looked at me.

“Come along, young man,” she said. “Let’s get her seen to.”

I glanced around at Bedwyr, who smiled reassuringly at me.

We both followed the old woman back to the tavern. Bedwyr led the lady’s horse with us. I didn’t have much experience with horses, but it was a pretty animal with dappled gray coloring and a silver-white mane and tail. It seemed to have recovered from its fright and stepped eagerly after Bedwyr. She tied it up outside the tavern, and then she followed me inside after the old woman.

It was dark and smoky inside the tavern. There was a fire roaring in a fireplace that was, surprisingly, set in the wall rather than in the center of the floor. The building was a large square, and there were wooden tables and benches laid out around the edges of the room. The ceiling was ridged with thick, smoke-stained wooden beams, and the walls were made of brick and stone like the other Lasgoch buildings I’d seen.

A long stone bar ran along one side of the room. Behind it were rows of wooden barrels and enormous ceramic jugs that were almost as tall as I was. They towered over the girl who was standing behind the bar, and I wondered how she managed. But then a tall guy with a fierce black beard came out of a small door next to the row of barrels, and I guessed it must be a joint operation.

“Guern!” the old woman called to him. “Give me a mug of conditum! None of that watered-down vinegary shit you call wine.”

“Eina,” the guy with the beard protested.

“You know you love our vinegary shit,” the girl retorted.

The old woman grinned and went over to the bar.

“Conditum?” the lady in my arms murmured.

Her eyelashes fluttered, and she opened her eyes.

“Um…” I glanced over at the bar, but the old woman appeared to have forgotten about us and was busy lifting a mug of drink to her own lips. “Hey!”

“Don’t worry.” Bedwyr touched my arm lightly. “I’ll get it.”

She went over to the bar.

The lady in my arms wriggled. “Put me down, please.”

“Are you sure?” I asked her. “You’re not going to faint again?”

“If I do…” Her ocean eyes ran over my face, and a slight grin tugged at the corners of her lips. “Then I’m sure you’ll catch me.”

Her abrupt switch from faint to flirtatious caught me off guard. I snorted out a laugh of surprise, and the lady’s smile only deepened in response.

I sat down on the bench and slid her down gently onto the bench next to me. She winced as she did so, and I immediately looked her up and down.

“Are you hurt?” I asked.

“My wrist.” She grimaced and cradled her left wrist in her right hand. “I think I twisted it when I fell.”

Her left wrist was swollen, and there was an angry red mark spreading underneath the skin. Both her palms were skinned raw, and there were black specks of dirt caught in the abrasions.

“May I?” I asked.

She raised her light brown eyebrows. “Are you a healer?”

“No,” I answered. “But I know how to handle small wounds like this.”

“Well,” she said. “You are talented, aren’t you?”

“In some areas,” I responded, and I couldn’t hold back a smirk at the twinkle that sparked in her eyes.

Bedwyr came back and put three mugs of drink down on the table.

She sucked in her teeth at the sight of the lady’s hands. “That looks painful.”

“And dirty,” I said. “Do you think the bartender might give us some hot water?”

“I’ll ask,” Bedwyr said with a nod.

“Thank you.” The lady looked up at her and then at me. There was still a flirty gleam in her eye, but her smile was genuine. “This really means a lot.”

“You’re welcome,” Bedwyr said with an answering smile. “My name is Bedwyr, by the way.”

“And I’m Elliot,” I said.

“My name is Rowena,” she replied.

I hadn’t really noticed it before, but she had a very different accent to everyone else I’d met so far. It wasn’t Bedwyr’s soft lilt, and it wasn’t Medrawt’s harsher brogue. There was a shortening of the vowels that sounded kind of like a Swedish or German accent, but I couldn’t be sure.

Bedwyr went to the bar and came back in a short amount of time with a bowl of steaming water and a cloth.

I took a seat on the other side of the table, and Bedwyr sat down next to Rowena.

“Hold out your hands, please,” I directed.

Rowena did so. I dipped the cloth in the hot water, wrung it out, and gently pressed it against the raw grazes on her palms.

Rowena sucked in her breath in a hiss and snatched her hands back.

“It hurts!” she said in an indignant voice.

“Yes, sorry, it will,” I said.

“I thought you said you were a healer.” She gave me an accusatory look.

“No,” I corrected. “I said I wasn’t a healer.”

“Well, that much is obvious.” Her tone was still indignant, but the twinkle in her eyes made it clear she was joking.

“I’m sorry,” I said. “It’ll hurt before it gets better.”

“Is that a Prydanan saying?” she asked. “Although you don’t sound Prydanan.”

There didn’t seem much point in denying the obvious. My accent was too clear a giveaway that I wasn’t from around here.

“You’re right,” I said. “I’m not. And neither are you.”

Rowena glanced down.

“Are you going to finish looking after my hands?” she asked.

There was still a teasing note in her voice, and she glanced up at me from underneath her fair lashes. There was no denying the flirtatious gleam in her blue-green eyes.

I struggled to hold back a grin. “I thought you didn’t want me to.”

Rowena heaved a dramatic sigh. “I suppose it must hurt before it gets better.”

I chuckled.

Rowena smiled and held out her hands again.

I pressed the wet cloth against the cuts, and as gently as I could, I began to clean the wounds. Thankfully, they weren’t that bad, and Rowena looked healthy, so I hoped her body would fight off any wayward germs that had gotten in there.

Rowena flinched and let out a little squeak of pain.

“I’m sorry,” I said quickly.

All teasing aside, I knew it must be hurting like a bitch.

“Tell me about your horse,” Bedwyr said. “What’s her name?”

“Freya,” Rowena said between her teeth as I sponged away at the raw edges of the grazes. “This isn’t the first time she’s thrown me. Little spitfire that she is.”

“How old is she?” Bedwyr asked.

“Three years old,” Rowena said.

“Ah, right.” Bedwyr nodded knowingly.

“Yes, so you see,” Rowena said with a click of her tongue. “She is all fire and mischief.”

“What happens when a horse is three years old?” I asked.

“Many horses go through a difficult stage when they are young,” Bedwyr explained to me. “They may forget what they’ve learned– or at least, they will pretend they have forgotten it.”

“Freya will often pretend to be startled by things that she knows very well,” Rowena said. “Or I will ask her to do a thing we have done a hundred times before, and she will put back her ears and look at me as though to say ‘This is entirely unfamiliar to me, and I have never seen you before in my life.’ Completely forgetting that I was the one who was there at her birth and fed her by hand.”

There was a note of pride in her voice that told me she adored the horse, no matter how she might complain.

“Sounds like a typical teenager,” I said with a chuckle.

“A teenager?” Rowena asked.

“Yeah, you know,” I said. “When you’re like thirteen or fourteen, and you think you know everything about everything.”

“I was never like that,” Bedwyr said in a grave voice that I knew for sarcasm. “I was always perfectly behaved.”

“And I…” Rowena shrugged. “Well, I actually did know everything about everything, so I was justified in my attitude.”

I snorted out a chuckle, and the two women looked at each other and laughed.

“Do you have a horse?” Rowena asked Bedwyr.

“No.” Bedwyr shook her head. “I could never afford one. And there isn’t any good grazing by my village.”

“That’s a shame,” Rowena said. “You talk of them as though you love them.”

“I do,” Bedwyr admitted with a smile. “When I was younger, I would always accompany my father to the market here in Durovernum, and I always wanted to spend time by the horse pens. Sometimes the traders would let me ride, or let me help groom the horses they had for sale.”

“Maybe one day you can get a horse of your own,” Rowena suggested.

“Maybe.” Bedwyr shrugged. “But for now, I just watch other people’s mounts.”

“You’re more than welcome to ride Freya,” Rowena offered with a smile. “It’s the least I can do in return for you saving my life. You, too, Elliot.”

“I would love to ride her,” Bedwyr gasped. “Thank you, Rowena.”

“I’m okay, thanks,” I said with a grin. “But thank you for the offer.”

“Do you not love horses in the same way as your companion?” Rowena asked.

Her voice lingered slightly over the word “companion.”

“They’re alright,” I replied. “I prefer dogs.”

“Oh, yes!” Rowena exclaimed. “I love dogs. I would have a whole pack of hounds to ride out with me.”

“You should go to the Caledonian market,” Bedwyr said in an eager tone. “The Caledonian shepherds come to Durovernum to sell puppies from their herding dogs, and oh, they’re beautiful things.”

“I’ve never seen them.” Rowena’s eyes lit up. “What kind of herding dogs are they?”

“They’re tall,” Bedwyr said, and she gestured with her hand to indicate hip height. “The shortest would easily come up to my thighs, and the very tallest could touch his nose to my shoulder without strain.”

“Oh,” Rowena breathed in wonder. “What color are they?”

“Brown or gray, usually,” Bedwyr said. “Often with a brindled coat. Their hair is shaggy, and it gets thicker in the winter months.”

“Are they smart?” I asked.

“Yes, very much so.” Bedwyr nodded. “But the real miracle of it is the skill their handlers display. They only speak to the hounds in grunts and whistles, and they can train them to do all kinds of wonders.”

“They only speak to the dogs with grunts?” I asked with a frown.

“Yes,” Bedwyr said. “It’s said that this helps the dog pay better attention to their handler’s voice.”

“Huh.” I thought about that. “I guess that makes sense. But I would miss just chatting to a dog.”

“I agree,” Rowena said. “I talk to Freya all the time, not just when I direct her where I want her to go.”

“Yeah,” I agreed. “It’s about companionship. I want to get to know a dog’s personality.”

“They are friends,” Rowena said. “Not servants.”

“Exactly,” I said. “A dog will love you like a human never could. It doesn’t feel right to not value that.”

Rowena smiled softly. “It’s rare to hear another person say that. Especially a man. Too often I see men who treat their animals worse than they treat their swords.”

“And you know those are the men who treat their women worst of all,” Bedwyr added with a grim note in her voice.

“Always.” Rowena glanced down at her hands and then up at me with a little smile playing around her lips.

I finished cleaning away the dirt from the cuts and grazes, and I wiped away a fresh drop of blood that had welled up.

“Those are as clean as I can get them,” I said. “But your wrist is another matter. You might need to splint it.”

“No more riding for me for a little while, then,” Rowena said with a sigh.

“Afraid not.” I shook my head. “Where are you–”

I was about to ask her where she lived and if her house was nearby.

But at that moment, the door to the tavern burst open. It banged against the back wall, and half a dozen men in armor and helmets marched into the room. They were followed by a tall, thin man with red hair.

Instantly, everyone in the tavern leaped to their feet.

“Where is she?” the red-headed man demanded. “Where is she?”

Rowena flinched at the sound of his voice. The bright light dimmed in her eyes, and her easy, teasing smile vanished. She looked desolate. And desperate.

But before I could ask her what was going on, the red-headed man spotted the three of us at our table.

“Rowena!” he shouted.

He crossed the tavern floor, grabbed Rowena by the arms and pulled her to her feet.

“My darling!” he announced, and he grabbed her chin and forced her mouth around to his for a kiss.

Fuck.

Rowena was this guy’s girlfriend. Or wife.

I didn’t realize I was scowling until Bedwyr leaned over the table and poked me in the arm. I looked up and saw she was on her feet as well. She wiggled her eyebrows frantically at me.

“Get up,” she mouthed.

I didn’t know what was going on, but I followed Bedwyr’s instructions. I stood up, and the movement instantly caught the attention of the red-headed man.

He released Rowena’s mouth, but kept a vise-like grip on her lower arm.

“Who are you?” he demanded.

His eyes traveled over me suspiciously.

“Travelers, sire,” Bedwyr said before I could speak. “We were passing through the city when–”

“I did not ask you,” the man cut her off with a contemptuous gesture. “I asked him.”

His sneering tone made my blood boil.

But Bedwyr had called him sire.

My eyes went to the golden circlet resting on the man’s red hair.

Fuck.

I was standing in front of Vortigern.

The current king of Prydain.

The guy I was planning to overthrow.
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Chapter 9

“Well?” Vortigern demanded.

“Uh…” I swallowed and made a special effort to keep my voice as calm and inoffensive as possible. “Travelers, sire.”

“Travelers.” His nostrils flared, as though he was smelling something bad. “Is that so?”

“Sire.” Rowena turned to Vortigern. She gave him a smile so sweet I wouldn’t have guessed five seconds earlier she’d looked like she wanted to throw up. “These two brave travelers helped me. Freya was startled by a rat running across the road, and she threw me–”

“She threw you?” Vortigern demanded.

Rowena held out her hands to show him her injuries, and the king sucked in his breath at the sight. He grabbed her elbows so forcefully Rowena had to take another step closer to him.

“I will slice that horse’s throat myself,” he promised her.

“No!” Rowena gasped. “Sire, I– it’s nothing. It’s not worth the trouble of finding a replacement mount.”

“Hm.” He grunted and turned her hands this way and that to get a good view of the damage. “I hope it doesn’t scar.”

The fact that he was only concerned with how she looked and hadn’t shown any sympathy for how badly she might be hurt made me so angry I had to fight hard to keep it from showing on my face.

Vortigern dropped Rowena’s hands and turned his attention to me.

He was a tall and very thin man with a skeletal face. His hair was a harsh, foxy red, and it was cut in a short crop brushed down over his forehead. His cheeks were hollow, his chin was long, his lips were pinched and thin, and his forehead was creased with frown lines.

I reckoned he was in his mid-forties, but there was a nervous, suspicious air to him that made him seem older and fussy in the way old people could be fussy. His watery blue eyes looked me up and down like he was trying to find things wrong with me.

I forced myself to return his gaze without showing any of the contempt I felt for him.

This was the man who was leaving his country defenseless. He was supposed to keep his people safe, and he wasn’t even trying.

Somehow it didn’t surprise me that he treated his wife like shit, too.

Wait, no, not his wife.

I rummaged in my mind to try and remember what Bedwyr had said about Vortigern. He’d attempted to make peace through forging an alliance with the Saec king. A peace through marriage. He was engaged to the Saec king’s daughter.

The knowledge flashed through me like a bolt of lightning.

Rowena was a Saec princess.

And Vortigern’s fiancée.

I glanced at Bedwyr to see if she’d realized this, too, but the warrior was staring at the ground with an expressionless face. It could have looked like humility before her king, but I could see the tension in Bedwyr’s jaw. I could only imagine how furious and helpless she must feel at having to stand quietly in front of this man who was responsible for so much suffering. Suffering that she’d witnessed first-hand. She’d lost her parents to this man’s ineptitude.

Christ.

Bedwyr’s self-control was incredible.

I looked back at Vortigern. The king was staring at me with his wiry red eyebrows pulled together, but as our eyes met, he seemed to reach his final conclusion. He took a quick step forward and clapped his hand on my shoulder.

“Excellent!” he proclaimed. “You have my thanks, traveler. What is your name?”

“Elliot,” I replied. “And this is Bedwyr.”

Vortigern barely glanced at Bedwyr. His thin pale lips spread to show his teeth in a smile, and his hand gripped my shoulder with a weirdly intense energy. It felt like he was trying to be friendly, but his smile was too brittle to be sincere.

“You will be my guests tonight,” he said with a nod. “Come to my villa and share my meal with me this evening. It’s the least I can do for you after you helped my bride.”

“It was nothing, sire,” I said. “Anyone passing by would have done the same thing.”

“No, no.” He shook his head. “No false modesty. I know my bride loves that little brute horse, but I suspect it has a nasty streak. You did well to save her from it.”

He talked about the horse like she was about to devise an assassination plot.

I wasn’t sure what I thought about going to dinner with the guy I was planning on usurping. He was clearly paranoid and on edge, and I couldn’t imagine it would be a very relaxed evening.

But at the same time, it would be very helpful to get a better idea of my enemy. Only Bedwyr knew who I was and what I was here to do, and she wouldn’t betray my secret. As far as Vortigern was concerned, we were just what we’d said we were: two travelers passing through the city.

“Please, come,” Rowena said. “Let us show you how grateful we are for your kindness.”

Her voice was light and casual, but her blue eyes held deeper sincerity than her words did.

I glanced at Bedwyr to see if she had any thoughts about it, but she was still looking down at the ground. The pause was long enough that she could have looked up and given me some indication of what she felt, but she remained silent with her eyes downcast.

I looked back at Vortigern, and he was smiling with too many teeth showing.

“Then we accept your invitation,” I said. “Thank you.”

“Excellent!” Vortigern finally dropped his hand from my shoulder. “You are in for a treat tonight. I’ve just returned from a tour of our coastal defenses, and my cook always prepares a feast for my return when I’ve been away. What do you think of stuffed dormouse, hmm?”

I was very sure Vortigern didn’t actually want to hear my thoughts about stuffed dormouse.

“As a dish?” I asked.

“Of course, man!” Vortigern let out a hearty peal of laughter. “Come, join me, and we’ll return to my villa. Your woman will be good company for my bride.”

“Her name is Bedwyr,” I said in a quiet, even tone. “Sire.”

Vortigern blinked several times and cleared his throat. “Yes, well. Anyway, let us depart!”

There was an uneasy, affected pomposity to everything he said and did. He reminded me of tech bros I’d seen at parties in Bal Harbor who would spend the whole night desperately trying to convince the entire room about what an alpha male they were. They would always brag about crypto and the block chain and how much pussy they’d landed that night, but it never rang true. They were always a mess of insecurities pretending to be untouchable, and all their posturing did was draw attention to the parts of themselves they were so desperately trying to hide.

Vortigern reminded me of those guys. He was convinced if he just tried hard enough, he could persuade the world he was a different man to the one he knew himself to be.

Part of me felt a little bit sorry for him.

Most of me couldn’t bear to look at him.

Vortigern marched to the tavern door with his army of guards behind him. He gestured to Rowena to follow him, and then he waved his arm at me.

“You will walk by my side,” he announced.

I pulled a smile onto my face so he couldn’t see how that idea made my heart sink.

Vortigern turned to leave the tavern, and I took the opportunity to touch Bedwyr’s arm.

“Are you okay?” I asked her in a low voice.

She gave a jerky nod.

“I am fine.” Her voice was hard and quiet.

“I’m sorry,” I said. “I know it’s hard for you to be in the same space as him. He’s fucking repugnant.”

“We could not turn down his invitation.” Bedwyr sucked down a shuddering breath. “It would have looked suspicious. Besides, this way you have a chance to study him and see what we’re up against.”

“That’s what I thought, too.” I reached down, found her hand, and gave it a squeeze. “But I’m still sorry you have to go through this.”

Bedwyr looked up at me. Her eyes were as hard as gemstones, but she gave me a small nod.

“I can bear it,” she whispered, and she squeezed my hand back. “What is our story for why we are here?”

“Oh, shit.” I exhaled. “Good catch. What’s least likely to arouse any suspicion?”

“A lie is always best when mixed with truth,” Bedwyr said. “We can say we came here to find an enchanter to give us a charm to help our crops grow.”

“Okay.” I nodded. “I’ll say I came in on a ship for, uh, a fresh start. I want to settle here.”

“And we met on the road,” Bedwyr agreed.

“Good, okay.” I nodded. “Let’s do this.”

Outside the tavern, Vortigern and his guards were mounting their horses.

“Here!” Vortigern commanded me in an imperious tone. “Walk by my side, Elliot the traveler.”

“As you wish, sire,” I said in a level tone.

“Where is my bride?” he demanded. “Rowena!”

Rowena was untying her horse’s reins from the post outside the tavern. She turned around with the reins in her hand and led Freya over to join the rest of the party.

Vortigern looked down at her with a frown. “You’re meant to ride by my side.”

“I cannot ride, sire,” Rowena said, and she lifted her swollen wrist to show him.

“Oh, of course. Hmm.” Vortigern made a snooty sound of disappointment in his throat. “Well. You shall walk, then. And maybe follow my advice about your choice of mount in the future.”

“Yes, sire,” Rowena said in a meek tone.

“I shall walk with you, my lady,” Bedwyr said. “Let me lead the horse for you.”

“Good idea.” Vortigern gave a dismissive shrug and turned away from them both.

I gave Rowena and Bedwyr a sympathetic look and went to stand by Vortigern’s horse. The animal rolled its eyes at me and then let out a snort as Vortigern dragged its head around.

“Hup!” he commanded, and we started walking forward.

The horses’ hooves made a loud clopping noise on the slabs of the road, and people stopped what they were doing to watch us pass by. Most of them made some kind of gesture of respect to the passing king. Some of them bowed their heads, others took off their hats. But some people glanced up and then looked away again as though they’d seen nothing out of the ordinary. And the bravest of the bystanders stood with their arms folded and stared at us walking by without a flicker on their faces that might suggest respect or even happiness at the sight of their king.

I glanced up at Vortigern to see if he’d noticed how mixed the reactions to his presence were.

His chin was lifted, and he stared straight ahead as though he hadn’t seen anything. But the tightness in his jaw and the furious bob of his Adam’s apple in his long, narrow throat told me otherwise. He must have felt me looking at him because he cleared his throat loudly and addressed me.

“So,” he said, “tell me, Elliot, where are you traveling to? And where are you from?”

“I come from across the sea,” I said. “It’s a land called Florida. It’s very small, though, not many people have heard of it.”

“No, I know it.” Vortigern gave a confident nod. “I have seen it on our maps.”

Fucking unbelievable.

I struggled to keep my voice steady as I replied. “I came in on a small ship a few days ago, and I met Bedwyr on the road to Durovernum. We decided to travel here together.”

“Of course,” he said. “And no doubt she’ll be beholden to you for protecting her on the road.”

It took me a second to get what he was implying.

Then I realized what he meant, and my fist clenched on the handle of my knife.

“I don’t think Bedwyr is the kind of woman to just give herself away,” I said in an even tone. “And certainly not as a trade for her safety.”

“Oh, well.” Vortigern gave a careless shrug. “You just need to be a little more persuasive with her, that’s all. Half the time, women don’t even know what they do or don’t want. You’ve got to be the man and show them.”

I gritted my teeth.

I couldn’t risk offending this misogynistic dickhead. Even if I did want to drag him from the saddle and pound him to a bloody pulp.

“I will keep your words in mind, sire,” I said.

He gave a patronizing chuckle. “It’s good advice, man, I’ll tell you that much. I wouldn’t want to think you were missing out.”

“Thank you, sire,” I said.

What I really wanted to say was, “Fuck you, sire.”

We turned a corner onto a long, wide road. The slabs were much cleaner than the ones by the enchantress’ hut, and all of the buildings were Lasgoch. The villas had white paint that was fresh and clean in the sun’s light. I saw the tops of several trees sticking out from behind the villa walls, and their green foliage combined with the white paint and red tiles was a pleasing sight.

Vortigern’s horse flicked its ears and picked up its pace a little. I guessed we must be getting closer to Vortigern’s villa.

“So now that you are in Durovernum,” Vortigern said. “What are your plans?”

Kicking his ass off the throne and grinding his face into the mud were at the top of my list.

“I’m not sure yet,” I replied. “I came here to make a better life for myself. So I’ll have to find a job.”

“What are your skills?” he asked. “Besides scooping other men’s women out of harm’s way, of course.”

He glanced down at me with a faint sneer hovering over his lips. It only lasted for a second, and then he slapped his thigh and let out a guffaw of laughter that sounded false and far too loud.

“I jest!” he exclaimed. “I only jest. I am deeply grateful to you for saving my bride. One day I will turn that nag of hers into dogmeat.”

“It’s a young horse, though, isn’t it?” I tried to keep my voice light and easy. “I hear young horses are often high-spirited. Chances are, it’ll grow out of it just fine. It seems a pity to destroy such a beautiful animal.”

“It’s just a horse,” he snorted. “I only have one Saec princess to take as my wife.”

“You must care deeply about her,” I said with as much innocence as I could manage.

“I care about her father’s soldiers,” Vortigern said, and he shot me a conspiratorial grin as though he was dispensing some hidden truth. “After all, what’s true for horses is true for women, too. One mount is much like another.”

I chewed on my tongue to stop myself from saying something I would regret.

“What about companionship?” I asked him after a moment.

“With women?” Vortigern barked out another laugh as though that idea was the dumbest thing he’d ever heard.

“No, no, of course not.” I forced myself to laugh along with him. “I just mean, if you have no attachment to horses, do you prefer dogs? I’ve been hearing about the Caledonian market that’s held in this city, and how the shepherds will sell their pups here.”

“Ah, now, yes, a dog is a different matter entirely,” Vortigern said with a nod. “A dog knows the meaning of loyalty. The best hound will take down a wild boar if you tell it to, even if it means they meet their death on its tusks. Show me a woman who would do that.”

“Yeah…” I said.

Vortigern had to be one of the most obnoxious, entitled, arrogant, misogynistic motherfuckers I’d ever met in my entire life.

I was actually going to enjoy taking the throne from this stupid bastard.

We came to the end of the road and stepped onto a long street that ran perpendicular to the one we’d just come from. The tall white walls of a villa ran up and down the street in both directions, and directly ahead of us was a heavy wooden door set in the wall.

One of the guards dismounted, ran to the door, and pounded on it with his fist.

“Open up for the king!” he shouted.

I hadn’t had much opportunity to observe the guards before, but now I saw they wore metal breastplates with an eagle symbol on the front just like Bedwyr’s. As well as the breastplates, they wore metal helmets with two long metal plates that hung down on each side to protect their faces. One of the guards wore a helmet with a metal fixture at the top which held a brush of stiff, tawny brown hair that looked like it could have come from a horse’s tail.

The door in the wall creaked open, and a man ran out to meet us.

“Welcome, sire.” He bowed deeply to Vortigern. “We received your messenger bird to announce your impending arrival.”

“Thank you, Gerontius,” Vortigern replied.

He urged his horse forward, and our whole party passed through the gate. We came into a square, stone courtyard about a hundred and fifty feet wide. The front part of the courtyard was cobbled with stones, but after about twenty feet, the ground changed to dark red tiles. There was a door on the right-hand side of the courtyard that was propped half-open.

Directly in front of us was a building as tall as the villa walls and about a hundred feet wide. There were two doors going into the building, and they were both flung open as we came into the courtyard. A couple of men and young boys hurried over to us and held the bridles of the horses while their riders dismounted.

I used the flurry of movement to step away from Vortigern and find Bedwyr.

She was still with Rowena. The two women had lagged behind so they were as far away from Vortigern as they could get. Bedwyr was still holding Freya’s reins, and Rowena was firmly telling one of the stableboys about how her horse needed to be groomed.

“Make sure she’s properly cooled down before you give her water,” she instructed. “And only give her a little bit of water at first, otherwise she’ll drink it all at once and give herself a stomachache.”

“Yes, my lady,” the stableboy said with a nod.

“Normally, I would do everything for her myself,” Rowena explained to Bedwyr and me. “But my wrist–”

“I don’t think Freya will mind if you let the stableboy take care of her just this once,” Bedwyr assured her.

“I know it’s foolish of me,” Rowena said in an apologetic tone.

“No, it’s okay,” I said with a smile. “You love her.”

Rowena’s eyes widened. For a moment she looked panicked, as though I’d revealed an important secret. But then she bit her lower lip and gave me a slightly wobbly smile.

“I do,” she admitted.

“Don’t worry.” I leaned forward and spoke in a low voice. “I won’t tell Vortigern.”

Rowena gave a humorless smile.

“He knows that already,” she said. “It’s why he keeps threatening to turn her into dogmeat.”

“Where is my bride?” Vortigern’s voice rang out over the courtyard. “Rowena, leave that nag alone and come here with me.”

Rowena half-closed her eyes as though bracing herself. She pressed her cheek against Freya’s neck, took a deep breath, straightened up, and walked over to her fiancé’s side.

“How was it?” Bedwyr asked me in an undertone.

“Fucking painful,” I replied grimly. “Even if he wasn’t a terrible ruler, he’s still a fucking douche bag.”

“Elliot!” The king’s imperious voice rang out again. “Where are you?”

I gritted my teeth and turned around.

Vortigern waved his arm for me to come forward and stand by his side. I went to him, and Bedwyr came with me.

Vortigern’s nostrils flared slightly when he saw Bedwyr, like he was annoyed she was there as well.

“Will you join me in the steams, Elliot the traveler?” he asked.

Steams? Like a steam room?

Christ, I couldn’t think of anything I wanted less.

“I must tend to my companion, sire,” I said. “I have to make sure she is comfortable.”

And then, although I hated myself a bit for doing it, I gave him a wink.

Vortigern had started to frown at my refusal, but when he saw that, his face immediately cleared.

“Ah!” He let out another of his too-loud guffaws. “Of course, of course. Glad to see you taking my advice!”

“Well, it was good advice.” I made myself grin back at him.

Vortigern chuckled and slapped me on the shoulder. “I’ll see you at dinner, you wolf.”

He threw open the doors on the right side of the courtyard and marched through them. The guard with the fancy helmet followed him, and the rest of the guards dispersed.

A couple of women had been waiting on the other side of the doors, and now they hurried into the courtyard.

One of them ran to Rowena’s side with a little cluck of dismay.

“My lady,” she said. “You are hurt?”

“Only a little, Saba,” Rowena assured her with a smile.

“Tsh, I will send the healer to your rooms at once,” the woman promised.

She was an older woman with gray in her hair and a face lined with wrinkles. There was a motherly air about her, and I was glad that Rowena at least had someone taking care of her.

“Saba, can you make sure our guests are put in good rooms?” Rowena asked her. “They helped me after my fall.”

“I will take care of it myself,” the older woman said, and she beckoned to one of the younger maids. “Take your lady to her rooms and draw water for her bath.”

“I’ll see you at dinner,” Rowena said to us, and then she followed the maid away.

“Right, then.” Saba gave a little bow to Bedwyr and me. “If you would like to follow me.”

There was a lot more of the villa grounds on the other side of the courtyard. After we stepped through the doors, I saw that the villa stretched out for another three hundred feet. More buildings ran along the length of the walls on both sides and along the bottom. The space in the middle was taken up by a long, narrow garden. It was full of herbs and flowers, and as we walked past it, I saw there was a shallow pool set in the ground that was filled with floating pink and white lilies.

Saba led the way through the garden to reach one of the buildings at the far end of the villa complex. She pushed open the door and went into a wide space with creamy white walls and a mosaic of a blue and pink fish on the tiled floor. There was a door to the left, and she pushed it open.

“Here,” she said. “This is for you, sir. Miss, you are just across the way.”

I was a bit surprised because I’d assumed we would share the same room. But I nodded to Bedwyr and watched as Saba led her across the mosaiced floor and pushed open a door on the right-hand side of the entry space.

“I will send hot water to you both,” Saba called, and she hurried out.

Bedwyr paused with her hand on the door of her room and then glanced over her shoulder at me.

I beckoned for her to come, and I closed the door behind her when she stepped into my room.

I cleared my throat. “Um, just so you know, I kind of had to imply to Vortigern that we’re sleeping together.”

“Sleeping together?” she repeated.

“Yeah, uh… you know.” I lifted my eyebrows.

“But we’re not sleeping together,” she said. “We’re in separate rooms.”

“Um…” My face started getting hot. “I don’t mean literally sleeping together, I mean…”

A dozen different gestures and phrases ran through my mind. Each one was more vulgar than the last.

Bedwyr frowned slightly. “I don’t understand.”

“What we did on the road!” I burst out. “When we were together… I don’t know what you call it.”

“Ohhhh,” Bedwyr breathed in realization.

Then she let out a surprisingly girlish giggle.

“We would say we copulated,” she said. “Or we made a crisscross, or we joined, or played together, or shared a joke together. Or that you ground your meal in my mill.”

“That’s an interesting one,” I said with a grin.

“What did you call it?” she asked. “Sleeping together?”

“Yes.” I nodded.

“So we are,” she said, and her mouth curved into a smile. “Sleeping together. Even though we are in separate rooms.”

“Yes, we are.” I chuckled and then grew serious. “On the walk over here, Vortigern was asking me all kinds of questions, and he implied that I could take advantage of you in exchange for keeping you safe on the road.”

The smile left Bedwyr’s face.

“Pig,” she spat.

“Yeah,” I said. “I couldn’t tell him that to his face, though, and when it came to getting out of going to the steams with him…”

“Ah, I see.” She nodded. “So he thinks you’re in here ravaging me right now.”

“Yeah,” I said in an awkward tone. “Sorry.”

“No, I understand,” she sighed. “As you said, you can’t afford to speak against him outright. Better he thinks we have some shameful arrangement than be suspicious of you.”

“I’m sorry.” I stepped closer to her. “He’s such a fucking dickhead. I hate that he’s going to look at you like some prize I’ve won.”

“Am I not a prize?” she teased.

She wound her arms around my neck and looked up into my face.

“You are.” My hands went to her waist and pulled her closer against me.

Bedwyr’s nose nudged against my cheek. Our lips touched, and we kissed. It was so good to feel her soft lips part under mine. Her tongue darted out and found mine, and I sighed softly against her mouth. My hands at her waist pulled her even closer until I could feel the soft strength of her body pressed against me as tightly as she could get.

The temptation to lose myself in her was overwhelming.

Bedwyr must have felt it, too, because she broke the kiss with a sigh.

“We mustn’t,” she whispered. “Not now.”

I rested my forehead against hers and closed my eyes. I enjoyed those last few precious seconds of contact with her and regretfully straightened up.

Bedwyr unwound her hands from my neck with another little sigh.

“I’m so glad I’m not Rowena,” she said.

“Did she say anything to you?” I asked. “About Vortigern?”

“No.” Bedwyr shook her head. “But she didn’t need to. She was so friendly and happy in the tavern, and then as we got closer and closer to the villa, it was like her whole demeanor changed.”

I nodded. “I noticed that, too. And I can see why. I spent ten minutes in Vortigern’s company and wanted to claw my face off. I can’t imagine being fucked engaged to marry that prick.”

Bedwyr gave an unhappy grimace. “I suppose I never really thought about what it was like for her.”

“What do you mean?” I asked. “You didn’t know her before.”

“Not personally,” Bedwyr replied. “But whenever I thought of a Saec princess being engaged to marry Vortigern, I just thought of it in terms of the Prydanan and what it would mean to have a Saec queen. I didn’t think of what it would be like for her. As a woman, I mean. Not as a princess.”

“You couldn’t know what it was like,” I pointed out. “You didn’t know what Vortigern was like as a person. Or what Rowena was like.”

“Still.” Bedwyr shook her head. “I feel guilty. I feel like I should have known. I should have guessed.”

“Even if you had known,” I said in a gentle tone. “What difference would it have made?”

“I would have been kinder to her in my thoughts,” Bedwyr said. “I would have petitioned the goddess on her behalf.”

“Even if you had done all that,” I said, “I think Rowena appreciates the companionship you’ve given her far more than thoughts and prayers.”

Bedwyr half-smiled. “I hope so.”

“You’re too nice,” I said with a chuckle. “But that’s why I like you.”

“I like you, too, Elliot.” Bedwyr’s hazel eyes were warm as she looked at me.

At that moment, the door opened and about half a dozen servant girls came in with huge bowls of steaming-hot water in their arms. They halted when they saw us, but then the one at the front stepped forward.

“Beg pardon, sir,” she said. “Saba said you was wanting a bath. And the lady, too.”

“I’d better go,” Bedwyr said to me. She leaned sideways and nodded. “I can see a troop of servants at my door, too.”

“Okay.” I nodded. “I’ll see you at dinner, I guess.”

Bedwyr left my room, and the front servant girl put down her bowl of water on a stool by the window. She went into a corner of the room and pulled out a round copper tub where it had been propped up against the wall.

She dragged it over so it was by the window and poured her bowl of hot water into it.

“Carry on,” she told the other servants, and she bobbed a little bow at me. “It won’t be much longer to wait, sir.”

“Okay,” I said. “Thanks.”

I sat down on the bed while the servants hurried back and forth with more bowls of hot water. I wondered where they were bringing them from. I guessed there must be a kitchen or bathroom somewhere else inside the villa complex where the water could be drawn and then heated.

While they finished filling up the bath, I glanced around the room I’d been given. It was much more comfortable than I’d expected. It was a whole world away from the buildings I’d encountered so far in Prydain.

The floor was made of tiles that had been laid out to make a neat image of dark red fish in a towering, blue-and-white wave on a pale pink-and-terracotta background. The picture took up almost the entire floor, and it was surrounded by a border of blue and white lines.

The bed was a wide slab of wood, and it was covered with a thin mattress that felt like it was stuffed with some kind of fibers rather than hay. There were lots of wool blankets in red-and-blue patterns heaped on top of the mattress to act as covers.

There was a window in the wall that overlooked the garden, so I had a great view of the outside. The opposite wall to that one was covered in a painting that looked like it had been applied directly to the plaster. The painting showed a dinner scene with people lounging on low couches and holding bunches of grapes up in the air. Wine cups were at every elbow, and there were bunches of fruit and flowers covering the ground between each couch.

There was a huge wooden desk with a chair by the window, and a wooden chest with a carved lid against another wall. A brightly painted clay oil lamp was on the top, and there was another lamp on the floor beside the bed.

It was a simple room, but everything was clean and it felt comfortable.

More comfortable, I had to admit, than Bedwyr’s dark and smoky hut.

I guessed it was true what she’d said. A straight road is a good thing.

I smiled wryly to myself.

“All done, sir.” The servant girl bobbed a little bow. “If you leave your clothes outside the door, we will wash them tonight and return them to you in the morning.”

“I don’t have a spare change of clothes,” I said.

“You will find clothing in the chest, sir.” She gestured to the big wooden box against the wall.

“Uh, okay,” I said. “Thanks.”

She bobbed another little bow, turned away, and ushered all the other servants out of the room. They closed the door behind them, and I was left alone.

I went over and looked down into the bath. The water was still pretty hot, but I knew it wouldn’t stay that way for long. I couldn’t deny the thought of a long, hot soak was appealing. I would have killed for hot water and decent water pressure, but a bath would do just as well.

I didn’t love the idea of giving up my clothes, but I was sweaty and dirty from everything that had happened over the last few days.

I sucked on my teeth as I thought about it and then made a decision. I took off my holster and sword belt, and slid them underneath the mattress. My keys, phone, and wallet went under there as well. It wasn’t from any kind of sentimentality, but it seemed like a good idea to keep the weirder things, like my phone, as far out of public view as possible.

I stripped off my clothes, dumped them on the floor outside the door, and stepped into the tub.

It was fucking glorious.

I sat back in the tub with a groan of contentment. I hadn’t known just how tense I was until the hot water loosened my muscles. I realized as well that I was really fucking tired.

I’d been in Prydain for four days.

In that time I’d slain a dragon, saved a village, battled raiders, and fought an evil enchantress.

And now I was dining with the king I was planning to depose.

I grinned to myself and let out a long, deep sigh.

Miami Beach had nothing on this.

The servants had left some towels and a small clay bowl on the little stool by the side of the tub. The bowl contained a rough cloth, a weird metal implement, a bottle of oil that smelled like roses, and a weird gray ball of something greasy that smelled a bit like smoke and a lot like someone’s unwashed asshole.

I avoided the greasy ball and picked up the metal thing. It had a handle at one end, and the rest of it looked like a butter knife that had been bent around into a loose curve.

I had no idea what this thing could be used for, so I put it back in the bowl.

When I picked up the rough cloth, I found it was wrapped around something hard. And this, thankfully, was something I did recognize. It was a pumice stone like the ones I’d seen for sale in pharmacies that were meant to get rid of dry skin on people’s feet.

I wasn’t bothered about the dry skin on my feet, but the cloth the stone was wrapped in would be useful.

I took the bottle of oil, tipped a little bit of it onto the cloth, and used it to scrub down my skin. It wasn’t as good as proper soap, but hopefully the oil would help break down some of the dirt and sweat that was caked on me. And even if it didn’t do that, the smell of roses was hopefully strong enough to drown out any body odor that still clung to me.

I didn’t want to put a load of oil in my hair, so I just scrubbed my scalp with the cloth and hoped that would do the trick.

Now that I was clean– or at least, cleaner than I had been before– I hauled myself out of the tub and reached for the towel. It was made of a rough, woven brown cloth that wasn’t super absorbent, but still got the job done eventually.

I wrapped it around myself and went over to the chest by the wall.

Inside were several white garments that felt like they were made of linen. I lifted one up, shook it out, and gave a soft, impressed whistle.

Very good quality linen.

The shirt was like a hugely oversized T-shirt with baggy sleeves and a straight, wide neckline. I rummaged around in the chest and underneath the tunics I found some pairs of pants made from dark red wool. They tied at the waist with two strings, so I didn’t have to worry about exposing myself at dinner.

I found a pair that fit me well enough and tied the strings as tightly as they could go. Then I searched among the white tunics until I found one that reached halfway down my thighs. The tunic was incredibly baggy, but when I searched the chest again, I found a long length of rope that I guessed was meant to be a belt.

I wound it around my waist and tied it snugly.

It was kind of funny to wear the white linen tunic and red wool pants with my big black combat boots, but wearing my own shoes made me feel a little more comfortable. And less like I was wearing a fancy dress costume.

At the bottom of the chest was a small hand mirror and a comb, and another strange metal tool. This one looked a bit like a potato peeler. The blade was very sharp, and I wondered if it was meant to be a razor.

I didn’t trust my shaving skills or the potato peeler enough to risk it, so I put it back in the chest, but I was grateful for the mirror and comb. I tugged the comb through my unruly brown hair and winced as the teeth hit the snarls and tangles that had built up over the last few days.

I’d been meaning to get a haircut next week. My hair was wavy, which meant I never knew what to do with it, and it behaved differently every single day. It was currently in what the barber had described as a “soft wolfcut”, which didn’t mean much to me, but it was a style that meant I could go as long as possible between haircuts without looking too insane.

I wondered what the styles were like here. Vortigern’s hair was very short, and he didn’t have a beard, but the Prydanan men I’d seen so far had worn a whole range of different haircuts and facial hair.

Well, I couldn’t worry about that now.

I dragged the comb through my hair, attempted to smooth it down, gave up, and put everything back into the chest.

I knew it wouldn’t go down well if I brought my weapons with me to dinner. Vortigern seemed the kind of guy who would take that as a personal attack against him.

But that was exactly why I didn’t want to go anywhere without at least some protection.

I took the belt that carried my knife and held it in my hand as I considered what to do. The voluminous tunic rustled, and I realized that it was the perfect cover. It was so baggy, I could probably smuggle a whole arsenal underneath it.

I hiked up the tunic and buckled the belt around my waist. The leather pushed the waistband of the woolen pants against my skin in an uncomfortable way, but no more than I could handle. I pulled the tunic down over the belt and spent a few minutes adjusting the fabric and rope belt so it billowed out enough to disguise the lump of knife and sheath underneath it. I used the little hand mirror to check my reflection, and finally, I finished smoothing and pulling at my clothes to make sure I presented an unsuspicious silhouette.

Which was very well timed because no sooner had I finished that than there was a knock at the door.

There was a servant boy waiting outside. He bobbed a bow when he saw me.

“Dinner is ready, sir,” he said. “I’m to guide you and the lady to the hall.”

“Thanks,” I replied.

The boy went over to Bedwyr’s room and knocked on the door. Bedwyr appeared almost at once.

And my jaw dropped a little.

Instead of her simple tunic and pants, she wore a long sleeveless dress of rich green linen. It fell to the floor in soft pleats, and I caught a glimpse of Bedwyr’s foot in a simple brown leather sandal underneath the layered folds of fabric. The loose cut of the dress emphasized her slender figure, and the sleeveless design meant that her strong, toned arms were laid bare. The rich green color highlighted the hazel of her eyes and perfectly complemented the blonde in her hair.

The servant boy was also taken aback by the vision before him. He stared at Bedwyr for a long moment before he finally stammered out that it was dinnertime.

Bedwyr smiled at him, and the boy quickly turned away. His face was bright red, and he swallowed hard.

“This way,” he mumbled to both of us.

“Wow,” I said to Bedwyr as the boy led us out into the garden and down one of the paths to another building. “You look incredible.”

“Thank you.” She smiled and looked down at herself. “Rowena sent this for me herself.”

“That was kind of her,” I said. “She has a good eye.”

“It is nice to wear a dress like this,” Bedwyr admitted. “I’ve never worn a garment so fine. Its only flaw is that I cannot wear my sword with it.”

“Yeah, I know what you mean.” I lowered my voice so the servant boy couldn’t hear. “I still have my knife. I’m wearing my belt under this tunic.”

Bedwyr exhaled. “That’s a relief. At least we won’t be completely defenseless.”

“Yeah, that was my thought,” I said. “But still, it’s just dinner, right? It shouldn’t be that dangerous.”

The servant boy stopped by one of the biggest buildings at the back end of the villa complex. He threw open the two big double doors that led in.

We stepped in and saw we were in a large dining hall.

There were several low couches like chaise lounges set around a long, narrow table. Vortigern was reclining on one couch. Rowena was on another. And the third dinner guest was a huge, broad man with fair hair and a thick blond moustache.

“There he is!” Vortigern waved a welcome to us and leaned across to speak to the blond man. “This is Elliot.”

“Elliot.” The blond man’s voice was harsh, and his accent was the same thick, guttural rasp that Rowena had. “A pleasure. I am Hengist.”

Beside me, Bedwyr stiffened.

“The Saec king,” she hissed.
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Chapter 10

My heart seemed to stop.

Then it launched back into action, and I pulled up a polite smile to mask any shock that might have shown on my face.

“A pleasure, sir,” I said.

It didn’t seem as though Vortigern or Hengist had heard Bedwyr’s whispered exclamation. Even if they had, they didn’t seem to care, and it became clear that Hengist shared Vortigern’s attitude toward women.

Hengist inclined his big head toward me. His eyes slid over Bedwyr, and his gaze flickered up and down as he took in the sight of her. His mouth twitched in a leer.

“This is Bedwyr,” I said.

Hengist didn’t seem to notice that I’d spoken. He just carried on staring at Bedwyr like a man at a buffet considering which morsel of food he was going to consume first.

Bedwyr lifted her chin under the scrutiny and stared back at him.

A swell of pride burst through me, but I didn’t want her to put herself in danger by standing up to this fucking creep. I touched her arm, and she broke eye contact with Hengist by looking up at me.

I nodded to her slightly and brushed my arm against her shoulder in a gesture I hoped she would understand.

The nod of her head told me that she did.

A servant stepped forward and showed Bedwyr and me to our couches. We were expected to lie down on our left sides and prop ourselves up on our left elbow. I could already tell I was going to get pins and needles from doing it, but it was what everyone else was doing, so I didn’t want to cause a scene by not following their example.

The couches were arranged around the table so the eaters would lie down with their heads close to the food and with all of the platters within easy reaching distance. Because of the way we reclined, it meant that my back and shoulder was facing whoever was behind me. It seemed the prime positions were the couches at the front of the table because those diners could look each other in the face without having to look back over their shoulders.

My theory was confirmed when the servant showed Bedwyr to a couch at the back of the table next to Rowena.

Hengist and Vortigern were on opposite sides of the table, and I was placed just behind Vortigern.

The hierarchy was very clear here.

My position actually served me pretty well because I didn’t have to look Vortigern in the face, but I got a good view of Hengist and could study him at my leisure.

He was a huge guy, definitely over six feet tall. He was broad-shouldered and very solid with a big barrel chest and thick, meaty arms. His eyes were the same shifting, blue-green color as Rowena’s, but his hair was darker and less vibrant than hers. Aside from their eye color, there wasn’t much similarity between father and daughter.

Rowena had a fullness to her that reminded me of a ripe peach or of fruits swelling in the summer heat.

Hengist’s bigness was something brutish and unpleasant.

The Saec king looked up suddenly and caught me looking at him. His bushy blond mustache twitched in a smile.

“So, then, Elliot,” he said in his harshly accented voice. “You have come to Durovernum. To make a better life for yourself, hmm?”

“Yes, sir,” I replied.

“Just like us.” He nodded his huge head. “This land is so much better than the tough, stony ground we Saecs spring from. The fields are green here, not gray. You can grow more crops than simple barley and rye.”

“Elliot comes from another land across the seas,” Vortigern cut in. “Where did you say you were from, hmm?”

“Florida,” I replied.

“Ah, yes! Yes, of course, I remember.” He nodded.

“Florida.” Hengist sounded out the word carefully. “I have not heard of this place. What manner of land is it?”

“Warm,” I replied.

“Warmer than here?” Hengist raised bushy eyebrows and barked out a laugh when I nodded. “Perhaps we made a mistake coming here. We should have turned our ships toward Florida instead.”

Vortigern laughed heartily. “That will be your next quest, surely, Hengist.”

I couldn’t think of any response to that.

What could I say in answer to a warrior suggesting he invade my home?

“You may have a harder time of it than you expect, sire.” I tried to keep my voice even. “Florida is well known for its… eccentric inhabitants.”

“Eccentric?” Vortigern queried.

“Yeah.” I nodded. “There are many tales told about the actions of Florida men.”

Hengist grinned. “Fighting these Florida men sounds like a challenge I would enjoy. Much better than the soft farmers of Loegres.”

“Now, now, sir,” Vortigern said with a laugh. “We are friends, are we not. And allies? I doubt the King of Florida is as open-minded and friendly as I. My sons and I welcomed you to our soft green fields, did we not?”

“That you did.” Hengist smirked. “That you did.”

I couldn’t see her, but I could feel the rage coming off of Bedwyr in waves. I would have loved to let her loose on this motherfucker and show him what the people of Loegres were actually capable of.

Instead I cleared my throat. “You have sons, sire? Will they be joining us tonight?”

At that moment the servants moved in with flagons of wine. They filled our wine cups, and when they stepped back another round of servants came in with platters of tiny boiled eggs, grapes, cheese, and olives.

Vortigern and Hengist immediately started grabbing food from the platter nearest them. I did the same, only more slowly.

The eggs were the smallest I’d ever seen, but they were very tasty, and they paired well with the rest of the appetizers. It felt unnatural to eat while lying down, and I had to stop myself from shifting around on the couch and sitting up out of pure force of habit.

Vortigern drained his wine cup and put it down on the table with a thunk.

“My sons,” he said while a servant glided in to refill his cup, “are occupied in other areas of the land. Vortimer and Catigern have been tasked with touring the inland forts. The last I heard they were in the marshes of Icenorum.”

“Icenorum.” Hengist pulled a face.

Vortigern laughed too loudly and then turned to explain to me.

“Hengist does not approve of the Lasgoch names for the different areas,” he said.

“Oh, right,” I said. “I see.”

“The Cantwara used to be called Cantiorum,” Bedwyr said. “Until it was given away. And then it was renamed.”

She might as well not have spoken for all the notice the two kings took of her.

“I would call it Saecstead, instead. Eye-kee-nor-um?” He snorted in disgust. “There is no beauty in the Lasgoch tongue.”

“Saecstead?” Vortigern blinked a few times. “As in, the place of the Saecs?”

“Why not?” Hengist smirked.

There was an awkward pause, and then Vortigern laughed.

“A good jest,” he said, and he raised his wine cup to the Saec king. “A fine jest.”

Hengist drank down his wine, but his eyes never left Vortigern’s face.

This was like watching a fucking train wreck.

Was Vortigern really so fucking stupid that he couldn’t see what he was doing? He thought he was negotiating an alliance with the Saecs. Instead he’d just opened the doors and welcomed them in. They would never leave. They would just take more and more pieces of Prydain until it was all theirs.

“The region of Brigantia still holds its old name, does it not?” Rowena abruptly spoke. “From even before the Lasgochs came here?”

Vortigern ignored her.

“These quail eggs are magnificent,” he said to me. “Do you have quails in Florida?”

“I don’t know,” I said. I glanced over my shoulder at Rowena, then looked back to Vortigern. “Why does Brigantia not have a Lasgoch name?”

Vortigern’s mouth tightened. His eyes flickered to Rowena, and then he looked back at me and forced a smile.

“That region of Loegres is very close to Caledonia,” he said. “The Brigantes are a wild people, much like the Painted People of Caledonia. They never accepted Lasgoch rule, even though there were Lasgoch settlements and forts there. The Lasgochs tried to rename it to Eboracum, but none of the people would use it. That was a region they found hard to conquer.”

“And they never managed to conquer the north,” Hengist said with a note of contempt in his voice. “For all their wonderful ways, the Lasgochs still failed in that. The Painted People are still a free people.”

Hengist’s dislike for the Lasgochs was clear in his face and voice.

I wondered what he thought of Vortigern’s Lasgoch villa and Lasgoch ways. It seemed obvious to me that Vortigern was imitating a Lasgoch lifestyle as much as possible, maybe to bolster his claim to power and remind the people of how much authority the Lasgochs had had in this land before they left.

Hengist’s comment about the Painted People made me think of Medrawt. She’d talked about a Painted claim to the throne.

Did I dare bring that up?

It might be a bit risky, but it was also a prime opportunity to find out what Vortigern thought about it. And I could always play the role of being an ignorant foreigner. Which, technically, was pretty much what I was.

“I heard chatter in the market earlier,” I said carefully. “There was a Caledonian trader there, and he said the Painted People could have a claim to the throne of Prydain.”

“Nonsense,” Vortigern spoke abruptly. “Loegres would never accept a Painted ruler. It would never happen.”

I noticed that he didn’t say such a claim didn’t exist. Just that it would never have enough support to actually happen.

I stored that information away along with everything else I was learning about Prydain. Then I nodded as though I was agreeing with Vortigern.

“I suppose everyone likes to dream that they might become king one day,” I said with an easy smile.

Vortigern chuckled. “Indeed, indeed.”

“That must be why the prophecy of the sword in the stone is so popular among the Loegrians,” Rowena said.

She spoke evenly, but her words had an instant impact in the room.

The smile wiped from Vortigern’s face.

Hengist turned around on his elbow to scowl at his daughter.

“Hold your tongue,” he commanded. “You know nothing about this.”

“I listen to market chatter also,” Rowena said calmly. “Have you heard this story, Elliot? It is quite a tale.”

Her voice was light, but when I looked around at her, there was a fire in her eyes. I couldn’t tell what she hoped to gain by annoying her father and her fiancé like that.

She met my gaze, and a corner of her mouth lifted into a humorless smile.

Perhaps annoying Vortigern was the only way she felt she had any kind of power in their dynamic.

It was a dangerous game. I hoped it wouldn’t come back to hurt her at a later date.

“No, I haven’t heard this story,” I answered and looked around the couches with innocent curiosity. “What is it? A sword in a stone, you said?”

I could see the tendons standing out in Vortigern’s neck, and his shoulders were stiff with tension. For a moment, I thought he wasn’t going to answer.

Then he grabbed his wine cup, drained it in one gulp, and slammed it down on the table.

“More!” he barked.

The servant hurried in to refill the cup. As soon as it was at an acceptable level, Vortigern waved them away with an irritable gesture like a man shooing away a fly.

Then he took a deep breath and huffed it out.

“It’s a foolish story,” he said. “Told to children at nighttime to help them sleep. And repeated by fools who have nothing better to do than share idle gossip.”

He sent a sneering look at Rowena, settled back down onto his elbow, and spoke to me.

“Apparently,” he said in a tone that was studded with air quotes, “there is a lump of stone somewhere in the Cantwara with a sword sticking out of it. Whoever pulls the sword free from the stone is the rightful and destined king of Prydain.”

I widened my eyes in a show of surprise. “Wow.”

“As I said…” Vortigern scowled. “A bedtime story for children.”

“Have you tried to find it, sire?” I asked. “The sword in the stone.”

“No, of course not,” he snapped. “Why would I do that?”

“Perhaps if you found the sword, sire,” Rowena said, “and pulled it free from the stone yourself, it would quell those voices who question your position on the throne. It would show everyone that you are the king. Even if many doubt it.”

I sucked in my breath at her bravery.

The tendons stood out like hard wires in Vortigern’s neck. He glared at Rowena like he wanted to slap her across the face.

But then Hengist chuckled and dropped a grape into his mouth.

“My daughter makes a good point, Vortigern,” he said. “All those rumors about hidden kings and secret bloodlines would be squashed if you drew the sword from the stone yourself.”

Vortigern’s furious gaze moved from Rowena to Hengist.

I could almost see the cogs in his mind turning as he tried to read the situation. Clearly, he wanted to rip Rowena’s throat out, but he also didn’t want to offend her father.

After a couple of tense seconds, the scowl lifted from Vortigern’s face, and he forced a laugh.

“Perhaps that should be the next task for my sons,” he said. “When Vortimer and Catigern return, I shall send them to find this sword in the stone.”

“Your sons, sire,” I said. “How old are they?”

“Vortimer is thirty years old,” Vortigern said. “Catigern is twenty-seven.”

Christ.

Rowena didn’t look like she could be older than twenty-five.

This dude was going to marry a woman younger than his own children.

“And their mother?” I asked. “I assume she passed a while ago?”

“Oh, her,” Vortigern said. “No, she’s still around.”

“Really?” I raised my eyebrows.

Vortigern laughed at my surprise. “What, do men not leave their wives in Florida?”

“Sometimes they do,” I said in a careful way. “But it’s often a more complicated matter when it comes to kings and queens.”

“Well, I was not always a king,” Vortigern said. “And when I became king, I knew it would best serve me to be open for any alliances I might need to form.”

Fucking hell.

This motherfucker had thrown his wife and the mother of his sons aside like a piece of trash for potential political gain.

“I see,” I said, and then in case that sounded too judgmental, I added quickly, “And now you and Rowena are engaged?”

“My lovely bride.” Vortigern’s mouth twisted into a sneer. “Just a few more months before I can welcome her into my bed.”

“Not until the Cantwara is settled with a thousand Saec families,” Hengist said. “My daughter’s maidenhead is not sold lightly, Vortigern.”

“Of course, of course.” Vortigern looked around and gestured for the servants. “Enough with these appetizers, bring in some real meat!”

I was glad I didn’t have to see the look on Rowena’s face while her father discussed selling her off like a car he wanted to trade in for parts.

The servants took away the appetizers and came back in with a roast chicken. It was stuffed with pork and raisins, which was an odd combination, but it tasted pretty good.

The conversation wandered into less dangerous areas, and Vortigern seemed to get more relaxed as the meal went on. That might also have been to do with the amount of wine he was drinking as he put away cup after cup of the stuff.

I only took a few mouthfuls of my drink because I didn’t want alcohol fogging my head. As I’d predicted, my arm soon started fizzing with pins and needles, and I tried not to shift around on the couch so much that it was noticeable.

But I needn’t have worried because both Vortigern and Hengist were far too absorbed in themselves to notice anything as trivial as a guest being in discomfort.

After the main course was done, the servants brought out dishes of stewed apples for us to eat. The fruit was flavored with honey and spices, and it was definitely the tastiest thing out of the whole meal.

Then, finally, the ordeal was over.

Vortigern and Hengist stood up from their couches and stretched widely.

“Come, Elliot,” Vortigern invited me. “Hengist has a pair of dancing Phenixite slave girls, and I hear they are very limber.”

Hengist smirked and grabbed an untouched flagon of wine from one of the servants standing nearby.

I forced myself to smile.

“Thank you, sire,” I said. “But I want to have an early night tonight. I’m tired from my days on the road.”

“Of course, of course.” Vortigern nodded like he was doing me a great favor. “Well, I almost certainly will be up into the small hours, so I doubt I shall see you before you leave.”

Finally, a bit of good news.

I tried not to let my relief show on my face.

“In that case,” I said, “thank you for your hospitality. It’s been a very… pleasant evening.”

“I hope we meet again, Elliot of Florida,” Hengist said. “And then you can tell me more about the antics of your fellow countrymen.”

“Of course, sir,” I said with a smile fixed on my face.

The two kings stumbled out of the room together. I turned to speak to Bedwyr and Rowena, but as soon as the men had gone, the servants hurried in and started to clear away the dishes of food.

Bedwyr touched my arm.

“We should not speak in front of the servants,” she murmured in my ear.

“Okay.” I nodded.

Rowena was already at the door. She turned and bobbed us a quick bow.

“My apologies,” she said. “I must see that Freya is settled for the night.”

She didn’t wait for a reply but hurried out into the evening.

Bedwyr and I exchanged glances, but we remained silent until we’d left the dining hall.

We walked slowly back to our rooms through the garden. The late summer night was drawing in, and the sky overhead was a soft, deep blue. There was a faint flare of rosy color at the edge of the villa walls where the sunset was brightening the sky, but when I tilted my head back, all I could see was the faint sparkle of stars.

Bedwyr paused by my side and looked up as well.

It was good to take a moment after the tension of the dining hall to just stand underneath the sky and look up at that wonderful expanse of galaxy overhead. The evening air was soft and still warm with heat from the day. The flowers and herbs that were growing around the edges of the little pond were fragrant, and their perfume filled the air and wrapped around us.

Bedwyr sighed. “It feels too pretty to be the site of such unhappiness.”

“I know what you mean,” I said in a low voice. “Poor Rowena.”

“Her father sees her as little more than a prize sow.” Bedwyr’s voice was fierce. “And her intended husband doesn’t even see her as that.”

I touched her arm in a reassuring gesture.

“Perhaps if we can stop the Saecs, we can help Rowena as well,” I whispered.

Bedwyr nodded and sucked down a breath. “We shouldn’t talk of such things until we’re out from behind these walls.”

“Yeah.” I took her hand, and we walked back through the garden to reach our rooms.

Bedwyr came into my chamber, and I quickly searched the whole space to make sure there were no eavesdroppers and that my weapons were still safely where I’d hidden them.

They were, which was a big relief.

I unstrapped my belt from around my waist and placed it on the bed. It was a relief not to have it against my bare skin any longer.

Bedwyr went to the window, looked out at the view for a moment, and then came back to stand by my side.

“So,” she said. “Tomorrow.”

“Yeah, tomorrow.” I exhaled sharply. “We’re not any closer to finding Myrthin. But you said there were other enchanters in Durovernum, right? Maybe tomorrow we can find one who will help us.”

“Yes.” Bedwyr nodded. “We just need to make sure they’re not Caledonian.”

“Yeah.” I gave a grim chuckle. “I don’t want to repeat today’s experience.”

“Nor I.” Bedwyr touched my elbow lightly. “We will find a suitable enchanter, Elliot. I know we will.”

I turned to her and wrapped my arms around her waist. She looked up at me with a smile that made her eyes look very soft.

“You were beautiful tonight,” I whispered. “No matter what else happened, you look fantastic in that dress.”

“Thank you.” The skin around her eyes crinkled in a smile. “I would say the same to you… but I do not like Lasgoch clothes.”

“What do you mean?” I pretended to be offended. “Personally I think I never looked better in this oversized dress.”

Bedwyr laughed softly and rested her cheek against my chest. I held her close against me, and for a few moments, we stood there and enjoyed the feeling of our bodies so close together.

Then Bedwyr sighed.

“I should go to my chamber,” she said. “We should rise early tomorrow.”

“Yeah.” I kissed the top of her head, and when she turned to look up at me, I dropped a soft kiss on her lips as well. “I’ll see you tomorrow, Bedwyr.”

“Goodnight, Elliot.” She kissed me back and then went to the door.

She paused in the doorway for a second, and I longed to call her back. After the tension and thoughtless cruelty I’d witnessed at the evening meal, I would have loved to sleep with Bedwyr curled up in my arms.

But we both needed to get a good night’s rest, and we both knew that wasn’t guaranteed to happen if we slept in the same bed.

So I let her go, and Bedwyr closed the door behind her.

I flopped back onto the bed with a big sigh.

I laid there for a few moments, undid my rope belt, and tossed it into a corner of the room. Then I unlaced my boots and kicked them off as well.

The oversized linen tunic might be ridiculous, but at least it would be comfortable enough to sleep in. The woolen pants were itchy, and I threw them on the floor after my boots.

I sat on the bed for a moment and watched the night grow darker and darker through the window. The last traces of color from the sunset faded away, and soon the sky was empty of everything except the stars.

I pulled back some of the blankets and started to investigate the best way to make a pillow for myself out of them.

But then there was a knock on the door.
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Chapter 11

I was instantly on alert.

I slid out of bed, seized my knife in my hand, and crept to the door.

I listened intently to see if I could guess who was on the other side, but there was no sound to give me any hints.

I breathed in slowly.

Then I flung open the door.

Rowena was standing outside, and she jumped at the sudden movement of the door opening, but then her mouth crooked up into a teasing smile.

“Do you greet all lady visitors this way?” she inquired with a pointed look at the knife in my hand. “Threatening them with your… blade?”

Her double meaning was not lost on me.

I was torn between concern for her and amusement at her sauciness.

“I didn’t know who it was,” I replied as I lowered the knife.

“You think harm would come to you here?” she asked. “In the king’s own villa?”

There was still a teasing note in her voice that told me she was joking, so I felt free to smile at her.

“I’m a traveler in a strange land,” I replied. “Who knows what dangers I might encounter or where?”

“A wise decision,” she said. “Can I come in?”

“Won’t that get you into trouble?” I asked.

“So concerned for my reputation.” She fluttered her eyelashes at me. “How gallant you are, Elliot the traveler.”

I smothered a chuckle. “I’m only saying that because it’s clear you like to annoy your husband-to-be. And I’d rather not get caught in the middle.”

“Didn’t you hear?” Rowena asked. “My father has two dancing Phenixite slave girls. He and Vortigern will be kept very busy tonight.”

Her light tone gave no clue about whether or not she cared that her fiancé was busy with other women.

“Well, alright, then.” I moved back from the door to allow her to step inside.

Rowena walked in and turned a slow circle around so she could take in the room.

“Yes,” she said with a nod. “This will suffice. Saba chose these rooms well.”

“Thank you,” I said. “Bedwyr and I really appreciate your hospitality.”

“Believe me, this was a purely selfish act,” Rowena said.

“Selfish?” I questioned.

“Of course.” She seated herself on the stool by the window and propped her arms up on the sill so she could look out at the quiet night. “That half hour in the tavern earlier was the happiest I’ve been in months.”

There was something heartbreaking about the matter-of-fact way she said it.

“I’m sorry,” I said.

I took the chair that was at the desk and dragged it over so I could sit down with her by the window.

Rowena shrugged. “It’s the way of things, is it not? Daughters are bought and sold for their father’s glorification.”

“Not where I’m from, it isn’t,” I said. “We would see that as a barbaric practice.”

“Are they so enlightened, then, the people of Florida?” Rowena rested her chin on her arm. “Are they all like you, Elliot? Gallant and ready to save the poor and needy?”

Her tone was teasing.

But there was something in her face that made me think this wasn’t just her joking around.

“I wouldn’t call myself gallant,” I said. “Any more than I would call you poor and needy.”

“But you did save me,” she pointed out.

“I was in the right place at the right time,” I said. “Anyone else would have done the same if they’d been there.”

Rowena gave me a small smile. “I doubt that.”

“Why?” I asked with a frown.

“Why would they?” she asked. “Why would any Prydanan leap to my aid? I, who am a Saec? I, who will be wed to the man who has betrayed his countrymen by welcoming in my father and his warriors?”

She had a point.

“I see what you mean,” I said. “I’m sorry.”

“I know you are,” she said, and there was a faint note of weariness in her voice. “So is Bedwyr. So am I.”

“Why don’t you leave?” I asked her. “Is there nowhere you could go? Do you have any family back home or who came here with you?”

“No.” She shook her head. “I am my father’s only child, and my mother died having me. Ever since I was small, I knew what my purpose was. It was to help my father in his quest for power. And now I am here in Prydain, and my purpose is to wed Vortigern and join our two people.”

“But Vortigern is a pig!” I exploded. “He doesn’t care for you, Rowena. He doesn’t even seem to like you.”

Rowena smiled.

“You say this as though I had not noticed it for myself,” she said lightly. “My intended is not that skilled at hiding his emotions.”

“Then why go along with it?” I scrubbed my hands through my hair in frustration. “Can’t you make a run for it? Make a life for yourself here, by yourself?”

“How?” Rowena shrugged. “If I went to the Saecs, they would turn me back to my father. If I went to the Prydanan, they would not accept me. I am their enemy.”

I hated to admit it, but she was right.

My fists clenched helplessly on my knees.

Rowena noticed, and she smiled at me almost tenderly.

“Don’t fret,” she said in a gentle tone.

“How can I not fret?” I demanded. “You’re being sold off like a piece of meat to one of the worst men I’ve ever met.”

“That is true,” Rowena acknowledged.

She let out a sigh and gazed up at the night sky.

I didn’t know what more to say to her, and I couldn’t even think of any advice to give to her because she was right. She was a woman caught between two warring lands, and neither side cared at all about her. Neither her life nor her happiness mattered to the people who controlled her future.

I had to find Myrthin.

I knew that was my task, and I had to complete it for the good of Prydain and to find out the next steps in my quest to take the throne.

But once Myrthin was found, I vowed to myself that I would come back here and find a way to set Rowena free. She didn’t deserve the fate that was being pushed onto her. No one did.

As soon as the rest of my kingly shit was sorted out, I was going to break her out of here so she never had to see her pig fiancé or brute of a father ever again.

Rowena broke into my thoughts.

“What will you do when you leave tomorrow?” she asked. “You came to Durovernum to start a new life, didn’t you?”

“Yes,” I said with a nod. “To be honest, I haven’t thought much about what I’ll do next. My plan was to come here to the city and then… see what happened.”

I didn’t like having to lie to her, but I also didn’t want to burden her with any secrets that could potentially prove dangerous.

“It’s not an easy place to live,” Rowena warned. “It’s hard for a stranger to be accepted here.”

“I’ll be okay,” I assured her with a smile. “I’m pretty good at taking care of myself.”

“I’m not surprised by that,” she said in a soft tone.

Then she hesitated and caught her lower lip between her teeth.

It was an extremely pretty gesture, and it distracted me so efficiently that it took a moment for her next words to sink in.

“If you do need any help,” she said. “You can always ask me.”

“Help?” I repeated in surprise. “What do you mean?”

“Well, Bedwyr is going to an enchanter to help her village,” Rowena said. “And… well, I have a little power of my own.”

“You have magic?” I stared at her.

“A little,” she said. “Through herbs and potions and the like. It’s not much, but it comes in useful sometimes. So if you did need help– I just mean, I might be able to offer you some aid.”

“Thank you,” I said slowly.

My mind was working quickly, and Rowena noticed it.

“What is it?” she asked.

“If you helped me…” I chose my words with care. “It might put you in a difficult position.”

“Why?” she asked.

“Well…” I scrambled around for a way to explain it to her without explaining it to her. “Say I wanted to do something that your father didn’t like. Or your intended didn’t want people to do.”

“Like what?” Rowena’s blue eyes fixed on me with a sudden, bright intensity. “What are you planning on doing, Elliot?”

“Nothing,” I said quickly. “I just mean… how can you be sure that helping me won’t go against your father? Or Vortigern?”

“My father,” Rowena repeated, and her mouth twisted into a bitter shape. “My father, who cares for me so deeply. Vortigern, who clearly respects me as a woman and an equal, not as a sheath to fit his kingly sword into.”

I lifted one shoulder in a shrug. “Even so. Family ties can run deep.”

“They can,” she said. “But not here. My father is a brute. Vortigern is a coward. I despise the pair of them. Every day I see the cruelty and horrors they spread through Prydain, and I know they will never change. Vortigern might have bought my body, but he hasn’t bought my heart or my soul. I am still free in that regard.”

There was a passion in her voice that I couldn’t deny.

I measured her words up against everything else I’d seen since I’d scooped her up in my arms.

And then I made my decision.

“Rowena,” I said. “Your magic. Could you use it to find someone for me?”

Rowena’s eyes flared with interest. And excitement.

“Who is it?” she asked.

This was going to be the hard part. I rubbed my chin in hesitation. But Rowena put me out of my misery.

“Don’t worry,” she said quickly. “I will tell you what I’ll do. I’ll make a potion of revelation, and you can be the one to drink it. That way, only you will be in receipt of the vision. Only you will receive your answers.”

I let out a long sigh of relief.

“Thank you,” I said. “It’s not that I don’t trust you, I just–”

“No.” She nodded. “I understand. Vortigern and my father are not safe people to hold secrets around.”

“Yeah.” I reached out and covered her hand with mine where it laid on the windowsill. “Thank you, Rowena.”

She started a little under my touch and looked down at my hand as though she’d never seen anything like it before, but then she looked up at me. Her eyes were dark oceans in the shadows of her face, and her lovely lips curved into a smile.

“You’re welcome, Elliot,” she whispered.

Words were bubbling up behind my lips. There were so many things I wanted to tell her. That I admired her courage and defiance. That I was in awe of her ability to stay strong in the middle of this hellish life she was being subjected to. That she was beautiful, and I would come back for her, if she would let me.

But they all seemed like too-big things to say to someone I’d known for less than twelve hours. So instead, I just squeezed her hand and hoped she could take some strength or encouragement from being in contact with another human being who actually cared about what happened to her.

Rowena’s full lips pressed together. She took in a quick, sharp breath, and then she stood up abruptly from the stool.

“I’ll go to my chambers,” she said. “I’ll make the potion and bring it back to you here.”

“Thank you,” I whispered.

Rowena hurried to the door and closed it softly behind her.

For a moment, I sat still in the chair. I half-closed my eyes as I recalled the soft warmth of Rowena’s hand under mine, and how her fingers had flexed in response to the pressure of my touch.

But then I got up as well, and I went out of the room and knocked lightly on Bedwyr’s door.

There was a brief pause, and then the door opened a fraction. I saw Bedwyr’s eye glinting at me suspiciously through the crack.

“It’s just me,” I said in a low voice.

“Elliot!” Bedwyr opened the door all the way.

She was in a long white tunic, her hair was loose around her shoulders, and her sword was bare in her hand.

There were a few moments where I couldn’t speak because of the way the shadows collected in the valley of Bedwyr’s collarbones, and the way the sudden cold air had tightened her nipples until they showed in two tiny peaks through the material of her tunic.

“Elliot?” Bedwyr asked again.

I finally found my voice.

“Come into my room,” I said.

“Elliot…” Bedwyr frowned. “We can’t–”

“Shit, no, sorry.” I shook my head to bring my focus back. “I’m not– this isn’t a booty call. Rowena has agreed to help us find Myrthin.”

“What’s a booty call?” Bedwyr asked, and then her eyes went wide. “Wait, how does she know?”

“A booty call is sex,” I explained quickly. “And I didn’t tell her the specifics. She offered to help us. She said she can do magic, and she’d make a potion that would show me where he is.”

“But she doesn’t know who we’re looking for?” Bedwyr pushed.

“No.” I shook my head. “I didn’t tell her anything else. And she didn’t want to know, either.”

“That’s good.” Bedwyr let out a sigh of relief. “I feel for her so much. I wouldn’t want her to be endangered by our secrets.”

“That’s what I thought, too,” I said.

Bedwyr gave me an amused smile.

“What?” I asked.

“Well…” Her smile deepened. “You wouldn’t be the first warrior to spill his secrets to a beautiful woman.”

“I– That’s not– I don’t–” I stuttered.

“Rowena is very beautiful, is she not?” she asked innocently.

“Well, yes.” My face felt very hot. “But that’s not– I wouldn’t do that.”

“Of course not.” Bedwyr smirked.

I rolled my eyes. “I came here to ask you if you wanted to see it happen. The magic, I mean. Rowena said it was a potion I had to take, but I don’t know what’s going to happen when I take it. I thought maybe you could keep an eye out and make sure nothing weird happens.”

“That’s a good idea.” Bedwyr nodded. “Let me bring one of my blankets.”

She disappeared back inside her room and reappeared a moment later with one of the blankets from the bed wrapped around her shoulders.

We went into my room, and Bedwyr sat on the bed with her sword ready and lying across her knees.

“I wouldn’t mind, you know,” she said in a casual voice.

“You wouldn’t mind what?” I asked as I went to the window and looked out to check that the coast was still clear.

“If you did wish to sleep with Rowena,” she said.

I spun around from the window and stared at her.

“What?” I blurted out.

Bedwyr smiled. “She’s a beautiful woman, Elliot. And if you can give her half as much pleasure as you gave me that night on the road… Well, then. I think that would be a good thing.”

“But Bedwyr…” I went to the bed and sat next to her. “You know… I mean, I hope you know that I like you a lot.”

“I know.” Bedwyr rested her head on my shoulder. “And I like you a lot, too, Elliot. I’ve never met another man like you. And this wouldn’t take anything away from what we have. That’s between us, and it always will be.”

“Yeah.” I kissed her forehead gently. “We have something really special, Bedwyr. I’m so glad I met you.”

“I am, too,” she said in a soft tone.

“Then you’re not making this offer out of…” I hesitated.

“Boredom?” she suggested with a smile. “Lack of interest?”

“Well, yeah,” I admitted.

“Elliot.” Bedwyr looked up at me. “No man has ever made me as interested and excited as you have. But I want you to be free to share your bed with other women. I believe in sharing good things.”

“And you wouldn’t mind?” I wanted to make one hundred percent sure. “It wouldn’t make you hurt or jealous?”

“Not at all.” She smiled. “I love the idea that I might be able to give Rowena the same kind of happiness I’ve known with you.”

“Only if she’s interested as well,” I said.

“Oh, Elliot.” Bedwyr let out a low chuckle. “I think I can speak for Rowena when I say that she’s interested.”

My heart was pounding with a hundred different emotions. I wrapped my arms around Bedwyr and held her against me. My lips found hers, and we kissed, then rested our foreheads against each other.

“You’re an incredible woman,” I whispered.

Bedwyr just smiled and kissed me again.

We moved apart from each other as we heard a soft knock at the door. I slid off the bed and went to let Rowena in.

She smiled when she saw Bedwyr.

“Has Elliot told you?” she asked. “I offered to help with his task.”

“Yes, he did,” Bedwyr replied. “Thank you, Rowena. You are sure this won’t put you in any danger?”

“If it does, that is a risk I am happy to take.” Rowena shrugged.

Bedwyr smiled. She held out her hand to Rowena, and the other woman came to sit next to her on the bed. Bedwyr wrapped her arms around her and gave her a tight hug.

“You are the bravest of women,” Bedwyr whispered.

Rowena’s golden head dipped low. Her back shuddered for a moment, as though she was holding back tears. But when she sat back up again, there was only calm in her face.

“Elliot,” she said. “Are you ready?”

“I guess so,” I answered. “What do I do?”

“Lie on the bed,” Rowena said. “I find potions work best when I’m relaxed.”

“Okay.” I nodded.

The women got off the bed and left it clear for me to stretch out on the blankets.

Rowena took a tiny glass bottle out of a hidden pocket inside her dress. She held it out to me, and when I took it, it was still warm with the residual heat from her skin.

“What’s in it?” Bedwyr asked her.

“Mugwort,” Rowena replied. “Horehound and rue. And a special liquor I brewed myself underneath three full moons.”

I didn’t know any of those names, but Bedwyr nodded like that all made sense to her.

I removed the tiny cork from the neck of the bottle and sniffed the neck. It smelled bitter and savory.

“Do I drink all of it?” I asked.

“Only a mouthful,” Rowena said. “It’s powerful stuff.”

“Okay,” I said, and I raised the bottle to the two women in a grim toast. “Cheers.”

I raised the bottle to my lips, took a mouthful, and swallowed.

The harsh liquid burned my mouth like whiskey. It passed over my tongue and went down my throat seemingly without any ill effects, but the second after I swallowed, my whole mouth tingled. I coughed a bunch of times with my chest heaving.

“Jesus Christ,” I managed to choke out. “What the fuck?”

“It’s the liquor,” Rowena said. “I told you it was powerful.”

“Powerful, Jesus, it’s strong enough to knock down an elephant.” I hacked out another cough and made myself take some deep breaths. “Fuck. I thought you said I was supposed to be relaxed while I take this?”

“You will be,” Rowena said with a reassuring smile. “Lie back down and let the potion work its magic. Fix your intention in your mind and bring up a clear picture of the person you’re looking for.”

I coughed one more time and then laid back down on the bed. My throat felt sore, my lips were tingling, and there was a pain in my chest from all the coughing. I laid still and listened to the pounding beat of my heart, and I didn’t feel very relaxed.

But as I laid there and closed my eyes, a feeling of warmth began to spread throughout my body. It was a bit like dropping a sponge into a warm bath and seeing it absorb all the water. My muscles started to relax, and the pain in my chest ebbed away as my chest loosened. My heartbeat slowed, and I counted the beats of it as it pumped blood through my body.

Rowena’s potion danced on my tongue.

It reminded me of an Irish bar in Miami where they sold shots of Jameson whiskey. I could see the place so clearly in my mind, it was like I would only have to open my eyes and I would find myself back there. The long length of the counter, the tall stools lined up like soldiers at attention, and the gleam of the alcohol bottles behind the bar. The photos on the walls. The weird little shelf that held books and a blue-and-white jug that looked like it belonged to someone’s grandma.

I’d gone there on a job, and when it ended, I’d gone back. I’d planned to get a Guinness, but the kid behind the bar had insisted I try the Jameson.

“It goes down like butter,” he assured me.

It hadn’t gone down like butter.

It had fizzed and burned and choked me.

Like Pop Rocks. The Pop Rocks I’d had as a kid. I’d been the first kid at school to test the Coke-and-Pop-Rocks urban legend. Everyone else had looked on in a mixture of awe and terror as I cracked the tab on the can of Coke.

“Elliot, no!” Susie Trent had cried. “Don’t do it!”

Susie was the prettiest girl on the block, and she always smiled at me, even though my clothes were old hand-me-downs and my shoes usually had holes in them.

I’d grinned at her. I’d never felt cooler than that moment when I dumped the Pop Rocks on my tongue and downed a swig of Coke.

I remembered the tingle in my lips.

The burn in the back of my throat.

I’d coughed like I had with the whiskey.

Like I did with Rowena’s potion.

My mind drifted from the past into the present. And then, so smoothly and gently I almost didn’t realize it was happening, I had my vision.

I was walking across the sand.

It was wet underneath my feet with the remains of the tide.

I looked up and expected to see the sky stretching overhead. But instead there was nothing but black, craggy rock.

I was inside a cave.

The rock soared up over my head like a cathedral roof, and the walls and ceiling were formed in strange shapes. Some of the jagged outcrops of rock looked like the faces of ancient, wizened men. Some of them looked like fantastical creatures caught half-in and half-out of the stone. But in some places, the stone looked like it had melted and started to slide down the walls. There were lumps and swells of rock-like trails of wax clinging to the side of a candle.

The pale sand was damp underneath my feet, and somehow I knew the tide was coming in.

I heard the roar of the ocean behind me. The wind and water made a strange, eerie song that echoed all around, and as I stood there, a wave rushed up around my feet.

I looked down at my feet.

They should have been soaked, but they weren’t. My boots were as dry as the first day I’d put them on.

I looked up ahead and saw something glimmering in the dark depths of the cave.

I didn’t think about the tide coming in and how I might end up trapped in this cave with no way out. I just started walking toward that glimmer of light.

My feet took me across the ground to where the sand ended and the rocky floor of the cave began. The stone was creased with age and the power of the tides. It shone shiny black where the spray of the waves had washed it, but the dry parts were a dull, murky charcoal color.

The cave narrowed in on itself as I went further. The ceiling became lower and lower, and the walls became closer and closer. It made me uneasy, like I was traveling down the dark gullet of some enormous creature. The stone pressed in on every side until there was only a small crack left for me to squeeze through.

But on the other side of the crack, I could see the glimmer of light even more brightly.

I should have sucked my breath in or felt some pain or discomfort as I pushed my way through the crack in the rock. But I didn’t. Instead, I moved through the gap as easily as a breath of wind.

Then I was through to the other side.

And even in the hazy, murky, dreamlike world of the vision, I gasped.

The walls of the cave were studded with white crystals. They burst out of the dark cave walls like buds from a tree branch, and I marveled at their beauty. They gleamed and shimmered with a milky glow. It was a hypnotic sight. Some of them were as wide as my hand and were shaped in a cluster of points and ridges. Others were the size of walnuts, and others were as small as frozen peas. They winked at me from the cave walls and dazzled me.

I stepped deeper into the cave and turned around so I could get a better view. The crystals formed a pattern all their own as they wove their way across the cave walls, and they reminded me of the path of a vine winding up and around a house. There were long, snakelike formations in the low ceiling that wound back and forth like ropes. The bigger crystals caught the light and flashed with a cloudy rainbow opalescence while the smaller ones twinkled like brilliant stars.

They were beautiful.

So beautiful that my vision-fogged mind almost forgot the most important thing.

Where was the light coming from?

I dragged my eyes away from the sparkling vista that arched up and over me. Instead, I looked straight ahead, and I finally saw what I should have noticed right away.

There was a candle burning on the ground at the back wall of the cave. Its flame leaped and flickered. It set the crystals sparkling but didn’t do much to help dissipate the darkness in the back of the cave.

But through the shadows, I thought I could make out a long, dark shape.

I stepped closer, and even in the vision, my heart started to thump with excitement.

It was a man.

He was lying on his back on the cold stone ground. His eyes were closed, and his chest rose and fell in breaths so shallow that, for a moment, I thought he was dead.

A ragged brown robe was pulled around his prone body. His feet were bare and filthy. His long dark gray hair spilled down over his shoulders, and an untidy scruff of gray beard clung to his chin. His cheekbones were as sharp as blades, and his cheeks were sunken hollows. His heavy black eyebrows twitched once, as though he was in the middle of an unpleasant dream.

I tried to speak, but no sound came from my lips.

The man’s eyes snapped open and showed irises that were the fierce, bright yellow of an eagle’s.

At the same time, something thudded on the cave ceiling overhead.

I looked up and saw the cave roof shake. The sound of a muffled blow sounded over my head, and then the blade of a sword crashed through the stone roof.

Instinctively, I ducked and covered my eyes as shards of black rock and white crystal fell down like rain. They were followed by clumps of dirt and grass as a hole opened up in the ceiling. The rope-like formations in the rock were suddenly exposed as the cave ceiling fell down around them, and I realized they weren’t ropes at all. They were tree roots.

I lowered my arms, straightened up, and looked through the gap.

And saw my own face looking back at me.

The shock of seeing myself in the vision was so extreme it felt like a physical blow. I stumbled back from the man on the floor and the tumbling debris of the cave roof, and my movement in the vision hurled me back into wakefulness.

I catapulted up in the bed with a frantic gasp.

“Elliot?” Bedwyr was there at my side. “Elliot! Are you hurt?”

I shook my head as I struggled to draw breath.

“I’m fine, I’m fine, I–” My throat tightened, and I felt the final dregs of Rowena’s bitter potion burn the back of my tongue. “Fuck, that shit’s intense, Rowena.”

“Elliot, are you alright?” Rowena asked.

“Yeah, yeah. Sorry.” I shook my head and took a deep breath. “Wow.”

“What did you see?” Bedwyr asked in an intense voice.

“I saw…” I paused while I tried to sort out what exactly I’d seen.

It was weird to drag the hazy images of the vision into the real world and describe them with words so the women could see them, too.

“Go easy,” Rowena said. “It takes a while for the mind to adjust after the vision.”

“You’re telling me.” I exhaled. “Okay. I think I’ve got it. I saw a cave. When the vision started, I was standing in a cave. The tide was coming in. I walked further back into the cave because I saw a light. And I think I saw– him.”

I lifted my eyebrows at Bedwyr so she would know who I was talking about.

She got my meaning at once, and she nodded excitedly.

“Do you know where the cave was?” she asked. “What did it look like?”

“It had black walls…” I spoke slowly as I tried to remember as much detail as possible. “Black walls and a black ceiling. But when I went further into the cave, there were white crystals in the rock.”

“A crystal cave!” Bedwyr gasped. “I’ve heard of places like this on the Cantwara peninsula.”

“How far away is that?” I asked.

“Not far,” she said. “A day’s hard walk, maybe two.”

Excitement clutched at me. We were so close; Myrthin was within our reach.

Then my excitement died down as another thought hit me.

“How many caves are there?” I asked. “There’s not usually just one singular cave along a coastline, is there?”

“I don’t think so,” Bedwyr admitted. “Can you remember anything else about the cave you saw that might set it apart from any others?”

I closed my eyes and tried to pull up my memory of what I’d seen. The vision had made everything hazy. It had been cloudy while I was in the throes of it, and now that I was conscious again, all the details were getting more and more distant.

But there was something else I’d seen, I was sure of it.

I frowned and then opened my eyes as the memory flashed through me.

“Tree roots,” I said. “The ceiling of the cave was covered with big thick tree roots.”

Rowena sucked in a quick breath. “The God Tree.”

“The what now?” I queried.

“Bedwyr.” Rowena turned to her. “Did you say these crystal caves are on the peninsula of the Cantwara?”

“Yes.” Bedwyr nodded.

“Then I think I might have an idea of where this cave is,” Rowena said. “My father has often spoken of it. There is a place where the land juts out into the sea so it can be seen from a ship sailing in. There’s a huge oak tree that grows there on the edge of the cliff. We call it the God Tree because it looks like the sacred tree where our gods live. My father took it as a sign that the gods smiled on our conquest of this land.”

“Of course he did,” Bedwyr muttered.

“It’s at a place called Isca Leon,” Rowena said.

Bedwyr nodded. “I know it.”

“This is great, though,” I said. “This God Tree must be right over the top of the cave. We know where to go now.”

“You do.” Rowena nodded with a smile.

“Thank you,” I told her in a sincere tone. “We couldn’t have done this without you.”

“Yes, you could have,” she replied. “But I’m glad I could help you.”

“You helped both of us,” Bedwyr said. “I’m– not really here in Durovernum to get help for my village.”

“I know.” Rowena smiled softly. “You and Elliot are traveling together, aren’t you?”

“Yes,” I said. “We are.”

Rowena nodded. “I hope you find whatever it is you’re looking for.”

“If we do…” Bedwyr hesitated. “Then it may help things get better here. For all of Prydain and– and for you as well.”

Rowena’s smile became bittersweet. She didn’t say anything in reply to Bedwyr, and I wondered if she even believed the other woman’s words.

I would understand if she didn’t. I could imagine how Rowena’s world got smaller and smaller by the day without any real hope of escape.

Rowena stood up. The glass bottle containing the potion went back inside the pocket of her dress.

“I will say farewell to you both now,” she said. “That way you will be free to leave at dawn. I’ve told the servants to pack you a lunch to take with you. They’ll leave it outside your doors along with your clean clothes.”

“Thank you, Rowena.” Bedwyr took the other woman in her arms and hugged her tightly.

I hesitated for a moment, and then I folded Rowena into a hug of my own. I was prepared to keep it brief, but Rowena pressed herself close to me, and her hands clutched at the back of my tunic. She took a deep breath, and I felt her body rise and fall in my arms.

I pressed my cheek against the top of her head and inhaled the scent of her hair. She smelled sweet, like strawberries. I breathed her in and knew I would carry the memory of her smell with me.

Then I let her go.

Rowena stepped toward the threshold. She paused with her hand on the door and looked back at us over her shoulder.

“May the gods go with you both,” she murmured.

And then she left.

Bedwyr and I looked at each other.

“She’s so brave,” Bedwyr whispered.

“I know.” I nodded. “If we get to Myrthin and start sorting everything out… I want to come back here for her.”

A joyful smile lit Bedwyr’s face.

“I’m very glad to hear you say that,” she whispered.

She stepped close to me, rose onto her tiptoes, and kissed my cheek.

“I’ll see you in the morning,” she said. “I’ll knock on your door just before dawn.”

“Alright,” I said. “Thanks.”

“We have a long journey ahead of us,” she said. “Make sure you sleep.”

“You, too,” I said.

Bedwyr nodded, and then she, too, turned and left the room.

Then I was alone again.

I climbed onto the bed and laid back on the blankets with a sigh. I was buzzing with the events of the day, but eventually my tiredness won out, and I fell into a deep, dreamless sleep.

Bedwyr’s soft knock on the door woke me in the gray hour before dawn.

I was stiff from sleeping on the wooden bed, but once I’d done some stretches and started moving around, my body loosened up again. I got dressed in my jeans, shirt, and jacket that had all been washed, dried, and left for me outside my room. There was a little cloth-wrapped bundle there as well, and when I had a quick look inside, I saw it contained bread, meat, cheese, and fruit.

I strapped on my weapons, laced up my boots, and joined Bedwyr outside.

The sky was a pale gray over our heads, but even though it was barely dawn, the villa was already awake. Servants quietly moved between the buildings as they attended to their duties, and on the wall above the gates, a blackbird sent its song out into the new hours of the morning.

Bedwyr and I left the villa and walked through the sleepy streets of Durovernum.

“There’s a road we can take,” Bedwyr explained. “A Lasgoch one. It runs out of the city and heads east toward the coast.”

“That’s good,” I said with a nod. “That should help us make good time.”

“Exactly,” she agreed.

“A straight road is a good thing,” I said with a slightly teasing smile.

Bedwyr laughed. “It is indeed.”

We came to the east-bound street that led out of the city, and stepped out onto the solid stone slabs of the Lasgoch road. It headed straight as an arrow into the distance.

We walked at a steady march for the rest of the morning. The day turned out to be a warm one, and the sun’s rays shone down on us with an intensity that would have been unpleasant if it wasn’t for the breeze that ruffled my hair and cooled the sweat on my forehead.

Around midday, we stopped under the shade of a tree and opened up our lunch parcels. Both of them contained huge portions of food, and at Bedwyr’s suggestion, we divided one parcel between the two of us and decided to save the other for later on.

Even so, I still felt satisfied, and we carried on walking after the meal with an energy from our rations and excitement from knowing we were getting closer to our goal.

As we walked, Bedwyr explained to me that the road had been built because there was a river that ran from near Durovernum down to the sea.

“It was the Lasgochs’ favored way of trading with the lands overseas,” she said. “Smaller shipments of goods could go much faster on the water. They would send one-man barges from the city to the port.”

“Only one man?” I asked in surprise. “I would’ve thought that would make them vulnerable to attack if they were carrying goods to be traded.”

“It could be dangerous,” Bedwyr said with a nod. “But it paid well. Rivermen had to be not just experienced with handling a barge but fighters who could defend themselves and their cargo as well.”

“Wouldn’t it have been better to send a couple of men?” I asked. “Or forget the river and just use the road?”

“The more men on a barge, the slower it goes,” Bedwyr said. “They used the road for bigger caravans. But the quickest way was always by water. They often carried important documents and communications between Lasgoch officials.”

“It’s always the same story,” I said. “People want things done as quickly as possible, no matter the cost.”

“Yes,” Bedwyr sighed. “Rivermen only got paid upon successful delivery of their cargo. So if they were set upon by thieves or bandits and lost their shipment, often they would end up not only injured and without their cargo, but without anything in their pockets to show for it.”

I pulled a humorless smile as I thought of something.

“In Florida,” I said, “there’s a huge company, like a merchant, that sells all kinds of things. They pride themselves on sending out their wares as quickly as possible. I could order something and have it delivered straight to my house the very next day.”

“How?” Bedwyr’s eyes opened wide. “Was it magic?”

“No.” I chuckled grimly. “It’s because they use their workers like slaves. They forbid them to stop even to relieve themselves and tell them to just carry on even if they’re in pain.”

Bedwyr’s forehead creased in a frown. She shook her head and was quiet for a few minutes.

Then she spoke in a thoughtful voice.

“The more you tell me of Florida…” she said. “I don’t think I would like to live there. It doesn’t seem any better than Prydain.”

“In many ways, it isn’t,” I acknowledged. “But in some ways, it’s better. A man couldn’t treat his daughter the way Hengist treats Rowena, for example. At least, not in public.”

“But behind closed doors?” Bedwyr lifted an eyebrow. “Is Florida rule so enforced that no one abuses their family in the safety of their own home?”

“Well…” I paused. “I guess not.”

“Then it’s no different,” she said. “I would wager that if you told every person in Durovernum that Rowena is badly treated by her father, they wouldn’t believe you. Or if they did, they would just shrug their shoulders and say it was none of their business.”

That attitude did sound uncomfortably familiar.

Bedwyr sighed softly. “At least here in Prydain, we still have the stars.”

We walked on.

The road continued on its straight path, and as the sun started to slide further through the sky toward the horizon, I saw a faint blurred line of blue ocean ahead of us. The road started to slope downward slightly, and as we followed it, I saw a beach full of sandy dunes get closer and closer.

“We should leave the road here,” Bedwyr said, and she pointed to the right. “Down that way is what remains of the port town, Isca Leon. But the Cantwara peninsula is in the opposite direction.”

“So it’s not worth checking out the town?” I asked her.

“I don’t think so,” she replied. “I’ve been to Isca Leon, and I know there’s no great tree there. It’s just a few huts now where fishermen live. The peninsula is our best bet.”

“Okay,” I said. “If it’s a big tree, we should be able to catch sight of it if we’re on the right track.”

We stepped off the stone road into the tangled dry grasses that grew on either side. We left the track behind us and started walking away from it, which gave me an unexpected feeling of unease. The road and the town were at our backs. We didn’t know for sure what was lying ahead of us. Just a tree, a cave, and a possibly comatose enchanter.

The tough wind-swept grasses rustled and rasped against my jeans. The ground was a mixture of sand and soil, and the land went up at a sharp incline that soon had both Bedwyr and me gasping for breath. The wind was stronger by the coast, but it still wasn’t enough to cool the sweat dripping down my back.

We walked up the incline, and finally, at the top, the ground leveled out again. We paused at the top to catch our breath, and then simultaneously, Bedwyr and I gasped.

“There it is!” she cried, and she pointed up ahead.

The great tree was there.

It was about a hundred feet away from us. It grew on the very edge of the cliff, and the ground dropped sharply away near its roots, which seemed very precarious considering how big the thing was. Its trunk was an enormous girthy pole, and its branches stretched out overhead in a thick, rustling canvas.

But the thing that grabbed my attention most of all about the tree was the fact that there was a monster lying asleep underneath it.
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Chapter 12

The creature was curled up with its nose tucked under its tail like an enormous house cat. Which would have been cute, if it hadn’t been so deadly-looking.

And huge.

I’d never seen a big cat like a lion or a tiger in real life, but I felt pretty sure this thing was about the same size as those huge animals if not a little bigger. It had light brown fur that was covered in black spots. It wasn’t the broken-up spots like the rosettes on a leopard, and each spot was a complete circle. There was a faint banding of dark brown stripes down its thick, powerful legs, and its tail was striped like the world’s biggest tabby with a tuft of dark brown-and-black fur on the very end. There was a stiff ridge of fur like a clipped mane that ran down the back of its long neck and faded between its muscled shoulders.

It was strange, but it was very beautiful.

I also knew that I was going to have to kill it if I wanted to follow what I’d seen in my vision. There was no way a creature like that would take kindly to being woken from its nap by two puny humans.

I glanced at Bedwyr. “Do you know what that thing is?”

“It’s a camelopard,” she replied.

“Oh, right.” I nodded.

“You don’t have those in Florida, either?” She gave me a teasing smile.

“Nope,” I declared. “I know about camels, and I know about leopards, but not camelopards. I’m guessing it’s not friendly.”

“It’s a ferocious and noble beast,” Bedwyr said in a solemn tone. “To have its hide on the wall of your hut is seen as a great achievement.”

“Yeah, I can see why.” My eyes ran over the enormous creature. “I guess we’ve got to kill it.”

“Do you want its hide on your wall?” Bedwyr asked me with a teasing smile.

“I want to get into the cave,” I replied. “In my vision, I saw myself stabbing the sword into the ceiling of the cave so it gave way.”

“The sword?” Bedwyr repeated, and she gave the words as much weight as they had significance.

“Yeah.” I glanced down at the sword in my belt. Not the Saec sword, but the sword I’d pulled from the stone. “Perhaps that’s why it’s so heavy and unwieldy. It’s meant to stab through cave ceilings.”

Bedwyr chuckled a little sadly. “Perhaps.”

I glanced sideways at her. There was a melancholy look in her eyes, and I thought I could guess the reason why.

“You don’t want to kill it, do you?” I asked her.

“No, it’s not that…” Bedwyr sighed. “It’s just a beautiful creature, and it’s asleep. I hate the idea of attacking it while it’s defenseless.”

“I know what you mean,” I said, and I smiled at her.

Bedwyr was a formidable warrior, but she wasn’t someone who enjoyed killing. There was a difference between defending oneself against an enemy and attacking an animal while it was asleep. Big cat it might be, but at the moment, it wasn’t bothering anyone.

Perhaps it was my time in Vortigern’s villa and seeing the casual cruelty he dealt out to humans and animals alike, but I was glad that Bedwyr was ready to look for an alternative to simply slaughtering another living thing.

If I was going to be king of this land, I wanted to do a better, kinder job than the guy who came before me.

“Perhaps we can find another way into the cave from the beach,” I suggested. “That way we can avoid having to hurt the camelopard.”

“Yes.” Bedwyr nodded eagerly, and I could see the relief in her eyes. “Let’s try that.”

Which meant retracing our steps down the slope we’d just trudged up.

But it couldn’t be helped. Bedwyr was right, and I didn’t like the idea of slaughtering a sleeping animal any more than she did. Besides, if we could avoid fighting the creature at all, that would be ideal.

We made our way back down the slope, and then we peered over the edge of the cliff to see if there was any way to get in.

There wasn’t.

The edge of the cliff jutted out over the water, and the rest of the ground fell away into a jagged, unforgiving rock face that plunged straight down into white-crested waves. A few gulls had managed to make nests on bits of rock that jutted out, but even those were few and far between. The waves smashed against the black-and-gray rocks, and white spray frothed on the surface of the water as the tides beat in futile motion against the cliff.

“Shit,” I said. “I guess the tide is in.”

Bedwyr chewed on her lower lip.

“We could go back to the road,” I suggested. “It looked like there was a path to the beach from there. We could camp for the night, and then walk along the sand when the tide is out.”

“No.” Bedwyr shook her head. “What if the tide goes out at three in the morning here? It would be the height of foolishness to explore a strange cave in the darkness. And who knows how long we might have to wait for a low tide to coincide with good light?”

There was silence for a moment. Then Bedwyr heaved a deep sigh and squared her shoulders.

“Let’s go kill a camelopard,” she said.

“We might be able to lure it away first,” I suggested. “Perhaps we could use the meat in our lunch rations and get it away from the tree long enough so I can stab my sword into the ground.”

“And what if that doesn’t work?” Bedwyr shook her head. “It’s too risky. What if all you do is blunt your blade on the cave ceiling?”

I shrugged. “It’s what I saw in my vision.”

“I know, I’m sorry.” Bedwyr smiled. “I’m with you, Elliot, we came here on a mission, and we’re going to complete it.”

“I don’t like the idea of slaughtering a sleeping creature, either,” I told her.

“I know,” she said. “That’s why you’re a good man.”

I smiled and bumped my shoulder against hers.

“And you’re a good woman,” I said. “And a warrior who doesn’t forget she has a heart.”

Bedwyr smiled as well and then sighed as we turned our faces back toward the slope.

When we reached the top, I let out a breathless grunt of surprise.

The beast had left. The space under the tree was empty.

“Oh, thank the goddess,” Bedwyr said with a sigh of relief.

We hurried over to the tree, and I looked up into its heavy canopy of branches. The leaves rustled with the wind blowing in from the sea, and the branches creaked against each other. The trunk was so thick I didn’t think Bedwyr and I combined could have wrapped our arms around it. The bark was a dark, gray-toned brown color, and it was wrinkled and craggy like the face of an ancient sage.

The tree was so close to the edge of the cliff that I didn’t feel safe walking all the way around it in case I slipped and fell. The waves pounded against the cliff with such force that I was pretty sure I could feel them vibrating up through the ground.

But that was just my imagination.

Probably.

“Elliot?” Bedwyr was watching me closely.

I took a deep breath.

It was time to do what we’d come here for.

I pulled the sword from my belt and wrapped my fingers around the hilt. I pressed the tip against the long, tough grass with an experimental nudge.

Bedwyr looked anxious. “What if it breaks?”

“The sword?” I asked. “Even if it hits against rock, it won’t break, will it? It’ll just fuck up the blade.”

“I don’t know.” Bedwyr shook her head. “This isn’t just rock. This is a crystal cave.”

“What’s it made of?” I asked.

“I don’t know,” she replied. “But I know it’s not an ordinary place. Myrthin came here for a reason. He’s a man full of magic, and he wouldn’t have hidden himself in any ordinary place.”

That was probably true.

“Can you think of any other way to get in?” I asked her.

“No.” Bedwyr pulled a rueful face. “I’m sorry, Elliot. I objected to you killing the camelopard, and now I’m raising difficulties with you following your vision.”

“I want you to be free to speak your mind around me,” I assured her. “I don’t want you to only say what you think I want to hear. If you have doubts, I want to know. And I agreed with you about the camelopard.”

“Still.” Bedwyr squared her shoulders. “You should follow your vision.”

Her lips were pressed together into a thin line.

I leaned the sword against the tree trunk, stepped close to her, and took her hands in my own.

“Bedwyr?” I questioned her in a low voice. “What is it?”

“Nothing.” But she wouldn’t meet my eyes.

“Bedwyr,” I insisted. “I can tell there’s something bothering you.”

Bedwyr chewed on her lower lip for a moment. Then she let out a low laugh and looked up at me.

“What?” I asked her.

“For so long, I wished for a man who would notice my feelings,” she said in a self-deprecating tone. “And now I have one. And I’m not used to it.”

“Yeah.” I grinned. “I can tell there’s something on your mind. And I want to know what it is.”

“I’m… scared.” The last word fell from Bedwyr’s lips, and she took a shuddering breath like she was relieved to have finally let it loose. “I’ve dreamed of this moment for years. The arrival of the prophesied king. Seeing Myrthin again and telling him he was right. And now it’s here… and I don’t know what to do. I feel scared, and I don’t know why.”

“I understand that feeling.” I squeezed her hands. “This has been the thing driving you for years, hasn’t it? And now it’s here, and you actually have to do it and follow through with it. You knew what to expect until now. Now you’re going into the unknown.”

“Yes.” She nodded. “For years, I’ve known my plan was to fight the Saecs and keep hoping that one day the king would arrive. That you would arrive. And now that’s happened, and we’re here, and Myrthin is below us, and…”

“It’s scary,” I said in a gentle tone. “Facing what happens next.”

She let out a long sigh. “It’s foolish. I’m sorry.”

“No, Bedwyr, stop it.” I looked into her eyes. “It’s not foolish. It’s what you’re feeling, okay? I get it, I do.”

Bedwyr took in a deep breath and bowed her head.

I looked down at her as she wrestled with the feelings inside herself. Then she lifted her head and gave me a determined nod.

I smiled at her, gave her hands one last squeeze, let them go, and reached for my sword.

I lifted it so the point was facing down toward the ground.

I inhaled and exhaled. Then inhaled again.

And on my next exhale, I drove the sword down into the earth.

A deep cracking sound split the air in two. Vibrations shuddered up my arm, and the ground seemed to shake underfoot. I heaved up the sword and drove it down again.

The tree let out a deep groan. The leaves fluttered overhead, and there was a creaking sound like a rusty door hinge being slowly forced open.

I pulled the sword free and then forced it into the earth for the third time.

And the ground split open underneath its impact.

A network of cracks spiderwebbed out from the sword blade, and when I pulled the weapon free from the ground, it deepened and rushed out in all directions. Where the sword had been was a deep gash in the ground, and then the dirt began to fall in on itself.

“Get back!” I shouted to Bedwyr.

We both jumped away, and the gash in the ground became suddenly bigger as the edges of the hole tumbled down into the hollow space below. Clumps of dirt and grass fell down with lumps of black stone. A tree root as thick as my wrist and whiskered with shoots was suddenly exposed as the ground around it fell away. A roaring and clattering noise filled the air as part of the cave roof fell in.

Bedwyr grabbed my arm and dragged me even further away from the hole as it continued to grow.

We waited at a little distance until it looked like the ground had stopped falling. Then we cautiously approached the hole and peered over the edge.

I could see right through the ground and into the cave below.

It was very dark, but I could make out a faint gleam of light that might be wet rock or could be shining crystal.

“Do you think–” I started to say.

But at that second, the ground gave way under us, and Bedwyr and I fell into the cave.

Thankfully, the cave had a low ceiling, and the dirt and grass that had landed in the hole were there to break our fall a little. I landed with a thud and a groan, but after the first few initial seconds of shock, I could tell I was only bruised and nothing was broken.

The sword fell next to me with a vibrant ring of metal against stone.

“Bedwyr?” I croaked out.

The air was full of dust from the fallen earth. It tickled my nose and throat, and I couldn’t hold back a violent fit of coughing.

“Elliot.” Bedwyr crawled over to me.

“Are you okay?” I wheezed.

She nodded. Her face was smeared with dusty earth, but her eyes were bright and excited.

I clambered to my feet, picked up the sword, and looked around at our surroundings.

We were inside the cave. It was just like it had been in my vision. The walls were dark gray, and the crystals showed through like glinting stars in a murky night sky. They were even brighter than they had been in my vision because half of the ceiling had fallen in, and the sunlight was able to reach into the cave and make the crystals in the wall sparkle.

There were lumps of black stone all around us from the broken ceiling.

And crystals. There were crystals everywhere.

I bent and picked one of them up. It was the size of an avocado pit, but the sides were rough and wrinkled like a peach pit. It was a cloudy, milky color, a bit like a pearl. It gleamed in my dirty hand, and when I turned it to catch the light, a sudden rainbow of color flared inside it.

I whistled softly and showed Bedwyr. “Look at this.”

“That’s incredible.” Bedwyr bent down and picked up another crystal from the cave floor. “How beautiful it is. Is this the place you saw in your vision?”

“Yeah.” I nodded and looked around. “There’s only one thing.”

“What’s that?” she asked.

“No Myrthin,” I said. “In my vision, he was over there.”

I pointed to the back wall of the cave.

Bedwyr and I stepped carefully over the piles of rubble, dirt, and grass, and walked over to the place where I’d seen Myrthin. Even though my memory of my vision was cloudy, being here in the cave brought it all flooding back to me.

“He was lying on his back right here,” I said. “There was a candle on the ground next to him.”

“Hmm.” Bedwyr frowned. “It was Myrthin, wasn’t it?”

“Shit.” I looked around at her quickly. “I mean, I guess so. It felt like him in the vision. I had a– I don’t know, a feeling of certainty. Clarity. I was sure it was him.”

“What did he look like?” Bedwyr asked.

“Tall,” I said. “Long gray hair. Gray beard. Big black eyebrows. Oh, and yellow eyes.”

Bedwyr nodded. “That’s him.”

“Jesus Christ.” I scrubbed my hand through my hair. “I didn’t think to ask you about it earlier. The vision felt so clear to me that I didn’t question it.”

“Well, it was right,” Bedwyr pointed out. “The magic knew what it had to show you.”

“Except he’s not here.” I frowned.

I stepped closer to the spot where I’d seen Myrthin lying in my vision.

It was a flat bit of rock kind of like a platform. I could see why someone might decide to lie on it. It was the closest thing to a bed this place had. It was cast in shadows, and as it was in the deepest part of the cave, even the sunlight from the hole in the ceiling couldn’t light it up that much.

I knelt down and pressed my hands against the cave wall. I explored first high and then low on the wall all around the platform. The wall was perfectly solid.

Until it wasn’t.

I let out a startled grunt as my hand passed through what I’d thought was firm rock.

“Shit.” I ducked my head and looked at where my hand had touched. “Bedwyr, there’s a hole back here!”

She was instantly by my side. She patted the wall all around, and then she found the hole as well.

“Oh!” she exclaimed.

“Yeah.” I nodded. “It’s so dark back here, it’s completely hidden.”

“Myrthin must be through there,” Bedwyr said.

“Yeah.” I nodded.

We stared into the dark depths of the hole.

I blew out my breath. “I don’t love the idea of sticking my head into a dark mysterious hole with no idea of what’s waiting for me on the other side.”

“Neither do I.” Bedwyr pulled a face. “But…”

“Yeah, I know.” I sighed. “We’ve come this far. I’m not giving up. I’m just saying, for the record, that I don’t like this.”

“I have that noted,” Bedwyr said in a grave tone. “For the record.”

We looked at each other and chuckled.

“Alright, then.” I squared my shoulders. “Let’s go.”

I bent down and crawled through the hole.

It was a very narrow fit. And it was awkward maneuvering my way through the small space with the huge length of the sword in my hand. The rock was cold under my hands, and it dug into my knees even through my jeans. My shoulders scraped against the sides of the rock. For a heart-stopping moment, I thought I was going to get stuck with no way out. I breathed in, then out, and gave a violent wriggle and forced my way through the narrow opening. I was sure I grazed my shoulders and lost some skin, but I was through.

I got to my feet and turned to help Bedwyr through the hole. She had narrower shoulders than I did, so it was easier for her to wriggle through.

Even so, she breathed a sigh of relief as I offered her my hand and helped her stand up.

We were standing in a small, narrow tunnel. The walls around us were black rock studded with more of the pale, shining crystals. They were smaller than the ones in the other part of the cave, and the largest one I could see was no bigger than my fist.

Behind us was the wall we’d just crawled through. The way ahead of us was faintly illuminated by the glow of the crystals. And in the far distance, I saw a winking light that wasn’t like the crystals’ pale glow.

I turned to Bedwyr. She’d already seen it, and she touched my arm with her eyes wide.

I nodded, and we slowly began to make our way down the tunnel toward that tiny, winking light.

The passageway was so narrow we had to walk in single file. I put the sword back into my belt and went first with my knife drawn and ready in my hand since there wasn’t enough space to swing a sword in the tunnel.

We walked down the tunnel in silence for about five minutes. The tiny light grew brighter and more distinct.

The tunnel abruptly opened out into a much wider area. The rocky walls became even more jagged and uneven, and the cave floor underfoot was full of hard bumps and divots.

The back wall was a tall expanse of rough, dark gray rock.

There was no way through, and even when I ran my hands over it, I couldn’t find any space big enough for even a cat to squeeze through.

It looked like a total dead end.

Apart from the fact that the tiny, winking light was still there. And now I could see it was a small wax candle. It was positioned on a ledge about five feet above my head. I couldn’t see how deep the ledge went, or if in fact, it was a ledge at all. It could be an opening into another part of the cave.

I glanced over my shoulder at Bedwyr and pointed upward.

“I’m going to climb up,” I whispered to her.

Bedwyr nodded. “Be careful.”

I put my knife back into my belt so my hands would be free. Then I carefully climbed up the rock wall. The jagged edges gouged into my hands, and I was thankful that my denim jeans were tough enough to protect my legs.

I hauled myself up until I was just below the ledge.

The candle flame flickered and danced just above me.

I cautiously raised my head to peer over the ledge.

I was right; it wasn’t a ledge at all. There was a deep hollow space scooped out of the rock. It wasn’t huge, maybe about eight feet wide and six feet deep, but it was enough space for someone to lie down.

I took this information in during the brief second my head was above the edge. Then a dark shape rushed out of the back of the space and let out a roar like a wild beast.

I was so startled, I almost lost my grip.

I managed to kick away from the wall just in time, and Bedwyr hastily jumped back to avoid getting in the way as I jumped back down to the ground. The impact shuddered up my shins, but the pain was secondary to my shock.

“Myrthin!” Bedwyr cried.

The dark shape that had rushed at me glared at us from over the edge of the hole. It had seemed like the shape of a weird monster only seconds earlier, but now I could see it properly, and I recognized the man from my vision.

His long, bony fingers gripped the edge of the hole like claws. His yellow eyes glared down wildly at us, and he bared sharp teeth that looked more like fangs. His hair hung in crazy, greasy strands over his face, and there was spit in his beard.

“Be gone!” he roared at us. “Foul fiends of the shadows, be gone from this place!”

“Myrthin!” Bedwyr cried. “It’s alright, we’re not here to hurt you.”

“You cannot hurt me,” he hissed. “Not in any way that matters.”

If any other dude had said that, I would have rolled my eyes. But it made sense coming from this wild man who had eyes like a fucking eagle.

“The prophecy, Myrthin!” Bedwyr insisted. “We’ve come to tell you your prophecy came true!”

“Prophecies are never true,” he mumbled. “Prophecies, prophecies, just words on a page. Words on a tongue. A page. A leaf. A leaf of a page of a book of a tongue.”

I stared up at him as he rambled on.

“Bedwyr,” I said in an undertone. “This… this is Myrthin, right?”

“Yes, of course!” she exclaimed. “I’ve seen him before, remember? I was there when he made the prophecy.”

“Yeah…” I said.

“He’s been hiding in a cave for the past seven years,” Bedwyr said with a hint of reproach in her voice. “We’ve startled him.”

“I am not startled!” Myrthin roared. “I am a master of word and magic! My father and mother rutted in majesty! I am a triumphant specimen!”

“Of course you are, dude,” I said in a soothing voice.

Myrthin gripped the rock so tightly his fingers turned white. He licked his lips as he looked down at us.

“Myrthin,” Bedwyr said in a gentle tone. “It’s alright. We’re here because of the prophecy. Do you remember? About the sword in the stone?”

For a second, Myrthin’s whole face changed.

The mad grimace faded away, and the muscles in his neck relaxed. He looked down at us, and he seemed to actually see us.

“The sword,” he said in a slow, almost skeptical way. “So it was. So it will be. The once and future king.”

“That’s right,” Bedwyr said. “Myrthin, the once and future king is here. Elliot pulled out the sword. He is the true and destined king of all Prydain.”

Myrthin’s lips moved soundlessly for a moment. His yellow eyes had sparked with light for a moment as Bedwyr had spoken of the prophecy, but then confusion had taken over as he looked at me.

“It cannot be,” he said. “It was Arthur. It was supposed to be Arthur.”

“Yes, sir,” I said. “My first name is Arthur. I just go by my second name, which is Elliot.”

“Arthur…” Myrthin crooned.

His accent was even stronger than Bedwyr’s. Her voice was full of soft lilts in a way that sounded musical, but Myrthin’s voice was as rough and rugged as the rock he clung to.

“We came here to find out what we need to do next,” I said. “I’m here, the prophecy has been fulfilled, so what do I do next?”

“Next?” Myrthin stared at me. “Next? Next?”

His voice rose to a hoarse shout.

“Next! Next! Next!” he bellowed. “Next! Next! Next!”

“Myrthin!” I shouted.

His mad roar cut off sharply like a startled sparrow. He inhaled loudly through his nose and then rocked forward over the edge of the ledge, so low I worried he was going to fall down.

“You,” he hissed. “You’ve come here to torment me, haven’t you? You thing of shadows and lies. The demons sent you, didn’t they? You’re here to confuse me. To lure me out so Vortigern can find me.”

“No, that’s not it,” I said with a firm shake of my head. “We’re your friends, Myrthin. We’re here to help you and get help in return.”

“Friends!” He spat the word out. “Did no one tell you life was going to be this way?”

What the fuck?

I stared at him in shock.

“Elliot?” Bedwyr asked in a concerned voice. “What’s wrong?”

“That– that thing he just said,” I stammered. “I know it, it’s from– fuck, it’s from a– fuck– from a story from my world. From Florida.”

“Flor-ree-daaaaaaaaaah,” Myrthin intoned and then let out a harsh, cackling laugh. “Florida man attacked during selfie with squirrel. Florida man charged with assault after throwing alligator through Wendy’s drive-thru window. Florida man tries to rob GameStop while wearing a transparent bag on his head. Florida man–”

“No!” I shouted. “Jesus Christ, can you fucking not?”

“Elliot, I don’t understand,” Bedwyr said. “What is he saying?”

“It’s– it’s all stuff from my world,” I said. “Headlines. Memes. Fuck, what does this mean?”

“Myrthin must have gone to Florida,” Bedwyr said.

Her voice was so calm, and she didn’t seem to understand when I stared at her in total disbelief.

“But that– it’s–” I couldn’t explain to her why that was so fucking insane.

Myrthin’s voice had dribbled away into incomplete mutterings.

I stared up at him, and in the middle of my annoyance, shock, disbelief, and a general air of anticlimax, I felt a stab of sympathy for the guy.

Bedwyr had spoken of him so highly. He’d been the most powerful enchanter around. And now he was babbling away in a dark cave with a line of drool hanging from his chin.

It wasn’t how I would want to be discovered.

“I told you,” Bedwyr said to me, “we have many stories of people visiting other worlds. I’m not surprised that Myrthin may have visited yours. Perhaps that is why you were the one who came here because he already had a connection to your realm of Florida.”

“Yeah, maybe.” I exhaled slowly. “I remember what you said about the stories. It’s just so weird to think that an enchanter from a magical land could have ended up on Earth.”

Bedwyr nodded, but I could tell she still wasn’t as impressed by this news as I was. I felt totally gobsmacked by it, but she just took it in her stride like this was normal news.

Maybe it was. Maybe I was the weird one for being shocked by it. I’d killed a dragon and almost had to kill a mythical big cat. Myrthin visiting Earth was comparatively small potatoes.

Although the mental image of Myrthin visiting Earth and apparently watching Friends was still a weird one to wrap my head around.

Myrthin shuffled away from the edge of the rock back into darkness, and Bedwyr made a small noise of disappointment.

“Myrthin,” she called softly as though she was trying to coax out a reluctant cat from underneath a bed. “Myrthin. It’s alright, we just want to talk to you. We just want to know what we need to do next.”

“Hah!” Myrthin snorted.

“Please,” Bedwyr pleaded.

Myrthin snorted again and then went silent.

Bedwyr looked at me. “This isn’t going how I thought it would.”

“You can say that again.” I huffed out a breath.

“I don’t really know what to do now,” Bedwyr admitted. “I thought… I thought this would be it. I thought once we got here and found Myrthin, then everything else would fall into place.”

I’d wanted to hope that would happen.

Perhaps when Bedwyr first mentioned Myrthin, I’d hoped that the great enchanter would just wave his magic wand and sort everything out. But now I realized that over the course of our journey to find him, my attitude had changed somewhat. I knew what I wanted to do next. I was going to drive out the Saecs, get rid of Vortigern, save Rowena, and try to restore Prydain to a land where people were safe to live their lives. A land with its own identity. A people with dignity and pride in where they came from.

Of course, it would be extremely helpful to have an all-powerful enchanter at my side while I tried to figure out exactly how to go about doing all that. But I would do it with or without Myrthin’s help.

I knew that for sure.

But I also knew I couldn’t leave Myrthin alone in this cave by himself.

“How do you think he’s survived this long?” I asked Bedwyr.

“I can hear you!” Myrthin shouted. “Talking about me, whispering under your breath, plotting! Dastardly demonic fiends that you are!”

“I was just wondering how you survived in this cave for so long by yourself, sir,” I called up to him in my sweetest voice.

“Pah!” the enchanter huffed. “I am magic incarnate! I am vision and truth and poetry!”

“Do you not need food, then?” I asked.

“Not as you puny humans do,” he said in a lofty tone. “I am made of stronger, sterner, stouter stuff than you.”

“Wow,” I said.

There was a little pause.

“I might have eaten a few rats as well,” Myrthin said.

“Oh, alright,” I said.

“And a seagull, one time,” he added.

“Still,” I said. “That’s pretty cool, sir. To have survived in this cave by yourself for seven whole years without speaking to another person. That’s very intense.”

“Pretty cool,” Myrthin said, and I couldn’t tell if he was mocking me or just repeating what I’d said. “Tubular. Rad. Wicked. Groovy. Sick.”

“Yes, sir,” I agreed. “All of those things. Where did the candle come from? It was smart of you to make them last so long.”

There was a pause, and I wondered if I’d laid it on too thick.

But after a moment, Myrthin answered.

“I brought them with me,” he said. “When I– I came here? I came here? I am here? I was here?”

His voice had strengthened for a moment, but then it threatened to slide back into rambling.

“You brought them here with you,” I cut in quickly before we could lose him again. “That was good planning. How do you light the candle, sir?”

“Gotta light?” Myrthin cackled. “Gotta light!”

I had no idea what to say to that, so I just laughed awkwardly along with him.

“Did you use your magic, sir?” Bedwyr asked.

“Magic, magic, magic…” Myrthin mumbled.

There was another long pause.

Then a scuffling sound from above us, and Myrthin’s wild gray head showed over the edge.

“Magic,” he repeated. “I used my magic to light the candle. I can create fire, you know. It leaps within me as potent as my own seed.”

“That’s nice,” I said as I raised my eyebrows at Bedwyr. “It’s always good to have potent seed.”

Myrthin snorted. “You would think that. All you young folks. You’re all the same. All the same. But you… Where did you say you came from?”

My heart leaped with relief. His voice was the steadiest it had been so far, and when I looked up at him, his eyes were fixed on me in a way that displayed interest rather than madness.

“Florida, sir,” I replied. “I–”

But my words were cut off as a sudden flash of purple light erupted from the tunnel behind us.

Myrthin let out a wordless bellow of anger.

Bedwyr and I spun around to see an old woman stepping out of thin air. The purple light dissipated around her like smoke, and as the air cleared and she moved to the very lip of the tunnel, I recognized her.

It was Medrawt.
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Chapter 13

The last time I’d seen the Caledonian enchantress, she’d been scurrying away from me in rat form.

Now she stood in front of us in another ragged brown robe with the baggy sleeves rolled all the way up to her shoulders to expose her long, bony arms.

Bedwyr was standing closest to the mouth of the tunnel. I grabbed her shoulder and pulled her back so she wasn’t facing the enchantress head-on. The warrior drew her sword from her belt and dropped into a fighting stance. I didn’t trust my sword-fighting skills, but I tightened my grip on my knife and held it ready out in front of me.

Medrawt’s dark, sunken eyes flared in surprise when she saw us.

“You!” she hissed. “The usurper!”

“Bold words coming from a rat-woman,” I retorted.

“Fool!” She bared her pointed yellow teeth. “What did you think this would achieve? I have been searching for Myrthin for years. Do you think you’ll be able to stop me from slitting his throat and painting my face with his life’s blood?”

“You won’t harm him!” Bedwyr snapped. “Not while we’re here.”

“Oh, child.” Medrawt’s thin lips curled into a sneer. “You have no idea what I can do.”

“But why?” I interrupted. “Why do you want to kill Myrthin? Me, I kind of get, but why him? What did he do?”

“What did he do?” Medrawt repeated in an outraged tone. “He prophesied that one would come and rule all of Prydain! He told everyone of the sword in the stone and said that whoever pulled it free would be the true and destined king!”

“Right.” I nodded. “You’re all about having a Painted Queen on the throne.”

“It is mine by right,” Medrawt hissed. “I have worked for it. My family has bided our time through all the dark years of Lasgoch rule. We watched while the soft Loegrian farmers fell under the Lasgochs’ thumbs, and we waited and we prayed to our gods that we would survive long enough to see our claim made good. And we did it. We outlasted the Lasgochs.”

“What about Vortigern?” I countered. “You’re forgetting there’s already a king on the throne of Prydain.”

Medrawt’s nose wrinkled like she’d just smelled something bad.

“Vortigern is a fool,” she said. “He has no claim to the throne he sits upon. He was put there by a Lasgoch, and he tries to hold onto the Lasgoch rules and Lasgoch ways, but the tighter he holds, the more his grip loosens. He is a child trying to hold onto the reins of an unbroken stallion.”

“Yeah, I get it,” I said. “Vortigern sucks. So why don’t you go after him instead?”

“Vortigern’s attempts to bring order will only make the thing worse and worse,” Medrawt said. “The Painted People can wait for him to bring his doom upon himself. His greed will be his undoing. Hengist will not allow him to keep the throne. He will kill him, and leave the throne empty when it serves him. The people of Loegres are weak and soft, but even they will resist the idea of a Saec king. They will turn to the Painted People who never bent their knees to the Lasgochs. They will look to us for answers. They will look to me, and I will wipe the Saec scourge from the land.”

Medrawt said it like I should have been super impressed by her statement.

“The Loegrians will not want a Painted Queen on the throne, either,” Bedwyr said.

“It will be better than the alternative,” she replied with a scowl.

“I think not,” Bedwyr said. “A Painted enchantress with no heritage, no verifiable claim to the throne? What makes you any better a candidate than Vortigern?”

“My family is ancient!” Medrawt hissed. “We–”

“That means nothing!” Bedwyr said in an emphatic tone. “There has never been a king of all Prydain! You can’t have a claim to something that never existed!”

“So you think.” Medrawt sneered at her. “My family remembers. We have proof that an alliance was struck between my clan and the people of the Cantiaci and the Iceni!”

“Proof?” Bedwyr snorted. “Our ancestors never wrote down their accounts, only passed them down through generations by word of mouth. How can we be sure you’re not lying?”

Medrawt snorted out a laugh.

“Of course,” she said. “You would think I’m lying. Is the idea of a Painted Queen so repellant to you? Would you rather have that brute Hengist ruling you?”

“No,” Bedwyr snapped. “I will take the man who was prophesied to come here and save us all. I choose Elliot over a Painted ruler any day.”

“I wonder why that might be.” Medrawt’s contemptuous gaze ran over me. “You might pretend to be a warrior, child, but I think I see what kind of blade you truly value.”

Bedwyr’s face flushed dark red with outrage.

For a moment, she was so furious she couldn’t speak.

“I’m flattered you think my ‘blade’ might have that much power,” I cut in. “But it’s also pretty shitty that you think the only reason someone might not want you as their queen is because they’re, what, so blinded by lust that they can’t make their own decisions?”

“I have eyes,” Medrawt snapped. “I can see what’s going on here.”

“Look,” I said. “I get where you’re coming from, really I do. But the prophecy is real. You know it is, otherwise you wouldn’t be trying to kill Myrthin. I’m here, and I’m not going anywhere.”

Medrawt hissed through her teeth at me.

“I’m not like Vortigern,” I continued. “I don’t care about the Lasgochs. I want to rebuild the whole country and make it a place where its people can live and prosper. I want Loegrians and Painted People to thrive here. Together.”

Medrawt scoffed at that.

“Yeah,” I said. “Together while respecting our differences. We can open up more trade routes between Loegres and Caledonia. We can have more Caledonian markets, and share more of each other’s cultures. I’ll have Caledonian voices in the government, I’ll have Caledonian ambassadors and advisors to make sure your needs and desires are being properly listened to.”

Bedwyr’s head swung around to look at me.

There was an expression of surprise on her face as I spoke, but then a slow smile spread across her features.

I didn’t understand why, but I carried on speaking.

“I don’t want war, Medrawt,” I said. “I want peace. I want to help rebuild Prydain after everything that’s gone on here. From what I understand, it’s been a long time since Prydain had an identity that wasn’t tied up with the Lasgoch presence here. I want to help rediscover that. I’m not your enemy, Medrawt. I want to be a friend to you and to the Painted People.”

Medrawt stared at me.

Her dark eyes were inscrutable. Her dark eyebrows pulled together over her nose, and her hollow face looked even more skeletal in the dark shadows of the cave.

She seemed to actually be thinking about it.

“I want a united land,” I said. “I want to stop the suffering. I want to make sure that everything is done fairly, and that Caledonian and Loegrian people can live side by side in freedom and happiness.”

“The Painted People of Caledonia are already free,” Medrawt said, but she spoke without any of her previous venom.

“I want to make sure they’re more than free,” I said. “I want the land to prosper and thrive. We can help each other, Medrawt, I know we can.”

Medrawt’s dark eyes held mine.

“The Lasgochs cut off our trade routes,” she said. “You’ve seen the Caledonian market in Durovernum?”

I hadn’t, but I remembered Bedwyr mentioning it, so I nodded.

“We were only allowed to do that in the last ten years,” Medrawt said. “Before that, any attempts we made to trade with the rest of Prydain were forbidden. We didn’t obey Lasgoch law, so we were not permitted to trade in Loegres. If we traveled here, we were cursed at in the streets. Beaten. Some of us were killed by the Lasgoch governors just because we wanted to stay a free people. A free people whose numbers grew smaller and smaller with every bitter winter.”

Her long throat tightened as she swallowed. She suddenly looked very old and tired, and I felt like I was looking at her with new eyes. Instead of an enemy enchantress who’d turned into a rat, I saw an old woman who’d endured too much for one individual.

“I’m sorry,” I said. “What the Lasgochs did was wrong. They wanted you to be Lasgoch in all but name. I don’t want that, Medrawt. I want us to join together as two free peoples.”

Medrawt nodded slowly.

For a moment, for one beautiful second of time, I thought she might listen to me. That we could work together to right the wrongs of the past.

But then Myrthin stuck his head out from the hollow above our heads.

“A friend in need is a friend indeed!” he sang out.

Medrawt’s eyes hardened into pebbles. Her mouth twisted. Every bit of softness that had started to creep into her face vanished away like water freezing into ice.

“You’re all the same.” The enchantress’ voice was a low, rough hiss. “You say you’re not like Vortigern, but you still wish to make yourself king. King! You make pretty promises now, but I’ll wager they will all be forgotten as soon as you feel the crown rest upon your brow.”

“Medrawt, I promise you, that’s not true.” I tried to speak calmly. “I’ll draw up agreements, we can make official treaties and put this into a binding contract as soon as we get out of here. I’m not–”

“Words!” The enchantress’ voice suddenly climbed into a hoarse shriek. “Just words!”

“Words!” Myrthin echoed.

Medrawt let out a wordless scream of frustration. She made a strange, twisting gesture with her fingers, then flung out her hands in front of her. A bolt of purple light energy shot from her palm and crashed into the black rock above Myrthin’s head.

“No!” I shouted.

Myrthin shouted and ducked back underneath the overhang of rock.

Bedwyr let out a low growl and threw herself at Medrawt with her sword ready for blood.

Medrawt threw out her hand, and another bolt of bright purple light headed straight for Bedwyr’s head.

“Bedwyr!” I shouted.

Bedwyr saw the movement of the enchantress’ hand, and she threw herself out of the way just in time. I rushed in while Medrawt was distracted and lunged at her with my knife.

But the old woman was shockingly fast.

She turned and twisted out of the way, rolled across the floor, leaped to her feet, and turned to hurl twin bolts of purple energy at Bedwyr and me.

Bedwyr threw up her sword and managed to deflect the lightning off the blade. It ricocheted away and broke against the nearby wall.

I threw myself behind one of the biggest lumps in the cave floor. It was tall enough to hide behind if I went completely flat, and from there, I could peer around the side to see what was happening.

Bedwyr had done an army crawl across the floor and found a rocky crag of her own to hide behind.

Medrawt was crouched at the opposite end of the cave, and as soon as she saw my head move, she flung out her hands and sent a torrent of purple energy falling down on me.

I pressed myself against the cave floor as low as I could get.

Surely this wasn’t what Prince had in mind when he sang about purple rain.

The air crackled and fizzed with the discharge of Medrawt’s magic missiles. Static lifted the hairs on my head, and I felt the tiny snap of sparks where my clothes touched my skin. I smelled smoke and something else I couldn’t identify, which was maybe the smell of magic being worked close by.

It was hard work, but I managed to drag the Saec sword out of my belt. I wrapped my fingers around the hilt. There was enough space in this part of the cave so I could use it if I had to.

I peered around the edge of the rock and saw Bedwyr. She was pressed flat against the ground just like I was.

“Bedwyr!” I shouted over the crackle and bang of Medrawt’s attacks.

Her head snapped around, and she held up her fist to show that she’d heard me.

“We need to get Myrthin out of here!” I called. “Can you try and get him down from the ledge while I handle Medrawt?”

“I can try,” she shouted back. “I don’t know how easy that’s going to be. He won’t want to come with me.”

“I know,” I shouted. “But we’ve got to try.”

“Alright!” She nodded.

“Wait for my signal!” I yelled.

I didn’t know how much of a toll it took on Medrawt to send out the energy bolts, but I was going to guess that she couldn’t keep them going for long.

And I was right. After a few more minutes, there was a sudden gap in the onslaught. The purple light dimmed a moment, and I risked peering around the edge of the rock.

Medrawt had used her attack as cover while she got as close as she could to the wall at the end of the tunnel. Myrthin’s candle flickered just above her head. She grabbed hold of a jutting outcrop of rock above her head and started to climb up toward the enchanter.

I couldn’t hope that Myrthin would recognize her as a genuine threat, any more than he’d been able to recognize us as friends and allies.

I sheathed the sword, picked up my knife, and threw myself at Medrawt.

She must have felt me coming at her, probably through some magical sense, and she turned around a split second before my knife would have sunk into her back. She shoved herself away from the rock wall, and her hard, bony body crashed right into me.

I fell, and my back slammed against the cave floor with a thud that rattled every single one of my bones. The knife flew from my hand and rang against the stones out of reach.

Medrawt staggered and fell to her hands and knees. She managed to heave herself upright again.

I recovered, jumped to my feet and leaped at her. In seconds, I grabbed her around the waist and hurled her to the ground.

The old woman landed on the rock with a surprisingly solid thud.

“Bedwyr!” I shouted. “Go now, go!”

I was peripherally aware of Bedwyr running from her hiding place and starting to climb the cave wall behind me.

But then Medrawt snarled and tried to get up, and I threw myself on top of her.

The wind left her body, and in those few seconds while Medrawt struggled to draw breath, I seized her wrists and pressed her hands back against the cave floor.

“No!” she screamed.

She bucked her body under me and tried to get her legs under her. I kicked her in the ankle, and she let out a hoarse grunt of pain.

“I don’t want to hurt you!” I shouted down at her.

And it was true.

Even though she’d tried to kill me twice now, I could see where she was coming from. She hid her pain with sneers and snarls, but I could see it underneath all the blustering. She’d suffered, and she wanted it to stop.

She was an enchantress, but she was still just an old woman who wanted better for herself and for her people.

I didn’t want to hurt her.

But that didn’t mean I wouldn’t.

Medrawt’s fingers hooked into claws, but I’d seen the way she worked her magic. Every time she threw a bolt of energy, she’d pressed her palms together and awakened the magic between her hands. Now as I forced her hands back against the floor, there was no way for her to awaken that particular side of her power.

She realized this at once, and she let out a furious yell.

“I will kill you!” she raved. “I will take your head and parade it in front of your people! I will cut out your heart and roast it on the fire before your dying eyes!”

“Jesus Christ, lady,” I panted. “I’m just trying to do some good here.”

“There is no goodness in you,” she hissed. “I have seen your future. I know all that you will do, Elliot the traveler.”

A shudder ran down my spine as her hoarse voice rasped over my name.

“You are not Arthur,” she continued. “You are no king. You are a usurper, a visitor from a land of madness and bright lights. How can you think to rule the people here? How can you change a land that you were not born in, a land where you have no ties to the earth, to the people?”

She wasn’t looking for a serious answer, she just wanted to vent her fury on someone.

I risked a glance over my shoulder to see how Bedwyr was doing.

To my surprise, she’d managed to coax Myrthin out of the hollow space where he’d been tucked away. He was climbing down the wall, and as I looked around, he jumped and landed next to Bedwyr on the cave floor.

Bedwyr put a guiding hand on his shoulder and tried to steer him past us.

But the second Medrawt saw her prey getting away from her, it seemed to set off something inside her that couldn’t be called back.

She let out an unearthly scream that sounded like it came from the throat of a wild animal rather than a human woman. She arched her back away from the ground, and even with my full body weight pressed against her, she managed to raise herself up into a weird crab shape.

I couldn’t keep my grip on her wrists, and I was thrown off her.

Medrawt pressed her whole body away from the ground until she looked like Linda Blair doing the spider-walk in The Exorcist.

That terrible, eerie scream spilled out of her again. For a split second, her hands and feet left the ground, and she fucking jerked into the air as though there was a wire running through her sternum that was dragging her up.

Then she shot toward Bedwyr and Myrthin, chest first. Her hands were outstretched, her hair flew back behind her, her mouth was wide open in a hoarse scream, and there was murder in her eyes.

I felt like I was watching it happen in slow motion.

Medrawt rushed through the air toward Myrthin.

Bedwyr’s arm swept out to push Myrthin behind her.

I saw my knife on the cave floor where it had fallen from my hand. I lunged for it, my fingers closed around the handle, and I spun around with it ready to throw at Medrawt.

And then Myrthin’s head snapped back on his shoulders, and his eyes blazed with a golden light.

Medrawt’s mad flight forward was suddenly halted. She stopped in the middle of the air with the tips of her toes just grazing the cave floor. Her eyes bulged in frustration as she tried to move forward. She strained at him as though she was fighting an invisible barrier, and she clawed wildly at the air as she tried to reach the enchanter.

“No,” Myrthin said.

His voice was clear as a bell.

He spread out his arms. Golden light streamed from every one of his fingertips, and then he fucking rose into the air like an avenging angel.

The enchanter rose up and up until the top of his head brushed against the cave ceiling. His long gray hair blew around his face in an invisible wind.

Medrawt’s dark eyes were fixed on him, and something like fear filled her haggard face. Her lips moved, but no sound came out.

“No,” Myrthin said again.

His voice boomed out of him like the note of a deep bass drum. He moved his left hand toward his chest, and then he placed his palm flat over his heart. The golden light shining out from his hands was momentarily muffled, but then it began to shine even brighter.

A ringing noise filled the cave. It felt like my ears were vibrating with tinnitus, as though there was silence so oppressive it had turned into sound, or as though a sound had become so intense it was deafening. I heard the ringing, and in the ringing, I thought I could hear other noises. People’s voices. Laughter. Screams. Crying.

Medrawt shouted something, but I couldn’t hear what she said over the jumbled cacophony of sound.

Myrthin smiled.

Then he threw out his left hand.

A blast of warm golden light shot out from his palm and from his heart. For a second, I was blinded. Then the light vanished into the cave walls, and I was left blinking with blots and dots of color bursting in front of my eyes.

The cave walls let out a grumbling groan.

Cracks of yellow light sprang out on the gray surface and ran in jagged slashes up the walls and along the ceiling.

I realized what was going to happen next a second before it did.

I lunged for Bedwyr and threw my body over hers as the cave collapsed.

I closed my eyes tightly as a roaring filled my ears. There was a crashing, a cracking, a thundering blare of noise and confusion. The ground shook uncontrollably underneath me, and I had the sensation of things falling all around me. But there was no pain, and nothing hit me.

I opened my eyes.

Bedwyr and I were in the middle of a ball of golden light. It shielded us as the rocks, roots, stones, crystals, and dirt thundered down all around us.

Above us, Myrthin hovered in the middle of the air with his arms outstretched. His eyes were open, and there was a look of fierce, triumphant joy on his aquiline face.

Bedwyr peeked up from the enclosure of my arms. Her wide eyes met mine in disbelief.

The cave ceiling fell in and bounced off the shield that protected us. I saw a patch of blue sky, another, and another, and then all the holes connected as the entire ceiling of the cave fell into rubble all around us. The sky shimmered through the haze of golden light like something out of a fever dream.

Finally, the cave-in settled.

The avalanche of rocks slowed and then stopped.

The ground stopped shaking.

Myrthin slowly sank down toward the ground. His bare feet touched the stone, and the golden ball of light that had protected us shimmered away into nothingness.

Bedwyr and I slowly stood up.

Myrthin looked at us. His eyes were clear and lucid, and they found mine with a focus that I couldn’t look away from. His lips parted in a wide, triumphant smile.

“Arthur,” he whispered.

Then he collapsed.
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Chapter 14

We rushed over to him, and I hastily jammed my fingers under his jawline to feel for a pulse.

“Thank fuck,” I breathed as I found the steady beat of life against my fingertips. “He’s alive. He’s just unconscious.”

“Can you imagine that?” Bedwyr said in a slightly unhinged voice. “We come all this way to find him, we defeat the enchantress, and Myrthin just dies?”

She pressed her fingers against her mouth to muffle her laughter, and I put a steadying hand on her arm.

“It’s alright,” I said. “We did it. It’s all okay.”

I looked all around the wreck of the cave. There was no sign of Medrawt anywhere. It looked like she’d been completely buried underneath the rubble. But I’d already seen how sneaky the Caledonian enchantress could be, and there was every likelihood that she’d transformed into her rat form and managed to scuttle away to safety.

But the priority now was Myrthin.

The guy might be alive, but he was still out cold, and we had to get out of there.

We were now standing completely exposed underneath the open sky. The walls that had surrounded us were in pieces. I turned around and finally took in the full extent of the carnage. We’d come into the cave from the top, but the slope we’d climbed up to get inside had fallen victim to the destruction.

The slope had fallen in on itself, and one side of it had crumbled away and tumbled off the cliff and into the ocean. The coastline had been changed by the sweeping range of Myrthin’s power. The part of the cave we were in was now open to the sea as well, and when I stepped to the edge of where the wall had been, I could look over the side into the crashing waves below.

The previous rooms of the cave, including the one we’d first come into, had fallen into the water. And the enormous tree that the Saecs had thought was so important was gone. It had vanished without a trace beneath the surface of the ocean below.

The angry cries of disturbed and frightened seabirds filled my ears, and I looked up to see dozens of outraged birds wheeling and soaring in the sky as they tried to make sense of how their homes and perching spots could vanish so completely.

“Elliot,” Bedwyr said.

I turned around and saw her struggling to hoist Myrthin up onto his feet. I went to help her, and we each slung one of the enchanter’s arms over our shoulders.

Bedwyr looked down at the piles of broken rocks we would need to climb over to get out.

“This is going to be fun,” she said in a grim voice.

“Yeah…” I looked around and then pointed to the right. “It’s a bit less rocky that way.”

“But the road is down there.” Bedwyr nodded down to where the slope had previously been.

“I think it would be good if we got Myrthin to safety first,” I said. “Away from the road and from anyone who might be traveling along it.”

“You’re right.” Bedwyr nodded in agreement.

It took a while to haul Myrthin away from the fallen cave. The piles of black rock were sharp-edged and unforgiving on our feet. But finally, we stepped over the last mound and were back on green grass again.

And at that moment, there was another rumbling behind us.

“Run!” I shouted.

Bedwyr and I dragged Myrthin along as quickly as we could, but then the ground shuddered so violently that we both stumbled and fell. Bedwyr and I watched in awe as the rest of the black stone crashed into the water.

I scrambled to my feet and ran to the new edge of the cliff. Most of the black stone had vanished beneath the water, but some of the larger pieces had fallen together, and the tips poked just above the waves when they were pulled back from the cliffside.

“Whoa,” I breathed.

Something sparkled in the loose earth by my feet.

I bent down and picked up a handful of small crystals. They flashed with milky brilliance in my dirt-stained and dusty palm. I tucked them into the pocket of my jeans, turned away from the edge, and went back to help Bedwyr with Myrthin.

It seemed wise to get away from the possibly still-unstable land and to look for shelter. So we dragged Myrthin further along the peninsula in the hope that we might find a safer place where we could spend the night. We still had a few hours of daylight left, but I didn’t want to get caught out and have to spend the night exposed on a windy clifftop.

We traveled away from the road, and there wasn’t a proper path. I guessed not many people would have a reason to come through this place because there didn’t seem to be much on offer. There were no trees, and everything was covered in tough, gray-green, windswept grass.

“What’s that?” I asked Bedwyr and nodded toward a dark shape on the horizon ahead of us.

“I don’t know,” she said. “It might be an old Lasgoch fort.”

“Let’s head there,” I decided. “If nothing else, it should give us shelter for the night.”

“Good idea,” she said.

We heaved Myrthin up between us and headed for the fort.

The ground sloped down sharply until the edge of the cliff was only a hundred feet or so above the beach. The fort was built near the edge of the cliff, and as we got closer, I saw the remains of an old path carved into the cliff face. The waves rushed and sighed at the end of the track where the tide covered the sand, but when the tide was out, the cliff path would lead directly from the fort down onto the sand.

The fort was surrounded by a wall made of heavy stone. There was a stone gateway on the side that faced away from the water, and a heavy wooden gate slumped at a weird angle inside the stone structure. There were deep notches in the wood that looked like the gate had been attacked with axes at some point, and the gate itself hung open awkwardly from one broken hinge. There was a covered sentry box at the top of the wall on either side of the gate.

Bedwyr took Myrthin’s whole weight on her, and I hurried forward to heave the broken gate open enough for the three of us to pass through.

Once we were inside, we discovered the fort was in better condition than I had expected it to be. There was a wooden walkway that ran along the inside of all the walls, presumably for archers to stand and defend the fort when it was under attack.

There were lots of big stone buildings, and while some of them looked like they needed new wooden roofs and repairs done to the walls, most of them were still habitable.

“This is where the Lasgoch soldiers would live,” Bedwyr told me. “They would sleep and train here, and I know some of them raised animals and grew crops inside here as well.”

I whistled. “Impressive.”

Myrthin was still deadweight between us, so I decided to save any more of my admiration for another time. There was a building directly ahead of us that looked like it was still in good shape, so Bedwyr and I headed for it. The wooden door was broken, all the doors were, but the roof still looked intact.

We went inside, and it was a narrow room about fifty feet long. There were narrow slit windows high up on the walls that let in a little light, and it was just bright enough to make out piles of broken wood from the roof or doors in the far corner.

Bedwyr and I lowered Myrthin to the ground with matching sighs of relief.

“Oh, that’s better.” Bedwyr stretched out her shoulders while I explored the perimeter of the room.

It smelled like some animal had made a den at some point, which wasn’t great, but the place was dry, and it seemed that whatever had nested there was long gone. There were some sacks in the back corner that smelled bad, but apart from that, the room was empty.

I went back to Bedwyr.

“This is a pretty good spot,” I said. “I reckon we could camp here for the night. It’s dry, and if we prop the door back up, it should keep any rain out.”

“We can try and fortify the front gate, too,” Bedwyr said.

“Yeah.” I nodded.

I glanced down at Myrthin. He was still out cold, but his breathing was steady, and he didn’t seem to be in any distress.

“Do you think he’ll be alright if we leave him here for a bit while we explore the rest of the fort?” I asked.

“I think so.” Bedwyr nodded. “If he wakes up, he’ll either want to stay in the darkness, or he’ll come and find us.”

“Alright, then,” I said.

We went out of the building and explored the rest of the fort.

There were eight buildings in total, and they were laid out in four rows of two. First there was the empty building where we’d left Myrthin. The building next to it was much the same as the first one, but there was a hole in the roof and a puddle of muddy earth in the middle of the floor.

The next building had racks of shelves leaned up against the wall. There were a few broken clay jars and bowls on the floor, and an ancient bundle of dried herbs hanging from the ceiling.

“I wonder if this was a storage room,” Bedwyr said. “For preserves and grain.”

That made sense to me, especially when we went into the next building and found it was a kitchen. There was a stone well between the two buildings, and the kitchen had a big stone fireplace at one end. Its hearth was piled high with the black-and-gray ashes of ancient fires. There was an enormous clay jug beside the fire that Bedwyr said was called an amphora. It was almost as tall as I was. Bedwyr explained they were used to store wine, oil, or grain.

It had a huge crack down its length, and the only thing inside it was a tiny, dried-up mouse nest.

The next building was a surprise, and it contained what I first thought was a kind of swimming pool. The floor was covered in dirty gray tiles, and although some of them were cracked and others were missing, there was still a pattern of leaping dolphins visible on the floor. There was a shallow space dug out and tiled in the middle of the room, and steps led down into it.

“It’s a bathhouse,” Bedwyr said.

“Oh, right.” I looked at it unenthusiastically. “It doesn’t look that relaxing.”

“It’s very dirty,” she said with a chuckle. “You have to imagine it clean and warm. There’ll be a heating system that runs underneath it.”

“What? Really?” I asked in surprise.

“Yes.” She nodded. “The fireplace in the kitchen is probably what heats it. I’ve heard of this system before. The floor is raised here and it’s connected to a nearby fire so the heat can spread to the open space and bring hot air into all of the rooms. It’s called a hypocaust.”

“Wow.” I lifted my eyebrows in surprise.

That was far more advanced than I would have expected to find. I looked at the bath with new eyes, and part of me was actually interested in trying it.

The next room had a floor covered in mud. Probably because the roof also had a hole in it, so the rain had gotten in. The other rooms had stone floors, but the floor in this building was made of hard-packed earth.

“Maybe this was a training room?” I suggested to Bedwyr. “It’s nicer falling on earth than hard stone.”

“I think you’re right,” she agreed. “It’s big enough for horses to train in here as well, so maybe it was used for horses and men.”

The last two buildings seemed to be the same as the first two. They had no distinguishing features to them, so they could have been used for storage or as dormitories or for some other Lasgoch purpose.

We were close to the back of the fort by now, and I noticed there was a narrow structure built against the very back wall.

“What’s that?” I asked.

Bedwyr grinned. “The latrines.”

“Oh, right.” I wrinkled my nose. “Christ, I bet those are fucking awful by now.”

My eyes followed the way the latrine building was positioned against the back wall of the fort.

“Oh, wait,” I said. “Does the, er, shit go into the sea? Is that why we’re on the edge of the cliff?”

“Probably,” Bedwyr said with a shrug. “There’ll be a tunnel and sluice system that helps take it away.”

Cool. Gross.

There was a large space of blank earth between the back wall of the fort and the last two buildings. I thought maybe it was so the people who used those buildings would be spared the stink of the latrines, but Bedwyr bent down on one knee to examine the earth.

“Look!” she exclaimed.

I bent down as well and looked at where her finger was pointing. There were a couple of spindly green shoots forcing their way out of the ground. They were less than an inch tall, and it was proof of how sharp Bedwyr’s eyes were that she’d spotted them at all. I would have walked right past them.

“Oats!” she said in a triumphant tone. “This must have been where the Lasgochs grew their crops.”

“Cool.” I nodded. “I guess the rest got trashed or stolen or something.”

“Or eaten,” Bedwyr said with a little laugh, and she nodded at something.

I turned to see three scrawny brown chickens peering at us from around the corner of one of the buildings. They cocked their heads and looked at us with a mixture of curiosity and suspicion.

Bedwyr smiled softly. “Did you girls get left behind?”

“How haven’t they been eaten by something?” I asked in surprise.

“Because they’re fighters, aren’t you, girls?” Bedwyr cooed.

I looked at her in amusement, and then I stood up in alarm as a white goat poked its head around the side of the building and stared at me with their rectangular pupils.

“Fuck!” I blurted out. “A goat, too?”

The chickens retreated when I stood up, but the goat just stood and stared at me like I was the weird one.

“Hello, there,” Bedwyr said in a low, inviting tone.

The goat stared at her, then stepped forward and looked us both up and down.

“Does it have any milk?” I asked.

“No.” Bedwyr shook her head. “Look how thin she is. She probably isn’t strong enough to have a kid.”

The goat waggled her head at us, and Bedwyr smiled and scratched around her floppy ears.

The goat and the chickens followed us as we completed our exploration of the fort and watched from a distance as we pushed the broken gate closed as much as it would go.

The sky was getting darker by now, so Bedwyr started a little fire on the ground in front of the first building. We were both tempted by the idea of lighting a fire in the big fireplace and seeing if the hypocaust would still work, but it seemed wiser not to tempt fate and risk the whole camp catching on fire.

I went to check out the well and found a wooden bucket attached to a pulley system just like the well in Bedwyr’s village. I sent the bucket down into the depths of the well and heaved it back up again filled to the brim with water.

I’d been a bit worried the well might not be functional, but when I took a cautious sip of the water, it turned out to be delicious and clean. We drank our fill of the cold, clear well water and then refilled our waterskins as well.

We took out the remaining lunch parcel that Rowena had given us, and we divided it up between us. Myrthin was still asleep and showed no sign of waking up, but we still set a small portion aside for him for when he woke up.

A little wind blew in from the sea, and a few thick clouds shifted across the sky and temporarily masked the growing light of the stars overhead. The waves made a gentle shushing sound in the distance as we set up our bedrolls.

It was a peaceful end to an eventful day.

We’d both laid aside our weapons, and Bedwyr had taken off her breastplate. She looked relaxed in her dark red tunic, and she’d loosened her belt.

The chickens had taken themselves off somewhere, but the goat had stayed with us, although she remained a little distance from the fire. Her yellow eyes glinted in the firelight, and the leaping flames showed every one of her ribs underneath her dirty coat.

I tore off a chunk of bread from my portion and threw it to her. She gobbled it down and lurched to her feet so she could stare hungrily at the rest of the bread in my hand.

“Come on,” I invited her, and clucked my tongue.

The goat hesitated. She wanted the bread, but she was also clearly wary of us.

“It’s okay,” I said in a gentle voice. “Don’t worry.”

The goat flapped her ears stubbornly, but I was just as stubborn, and I waited her out. Finally, she let out a frustrated huff, stomped across to me, and snatched the bread from my hand.

“There, see?” I chuckled as she leaped away from me with the bread in her mouth. “That wasn’t so difficult, was it?”

The goat glared at me as she chewed the bread.

Bedwyr laughed softly. “She’ll remember that.”

“I guess she doesn’t belong to anyone,” I said. “Not anymore, at least.”

“She’s probably semi-wild,” Bedwyr said. “She and the chickens. Leftover from the Lasgochs who lived here.”

“Like this fort.” I looked around at our surroundings. “With the Lasgochs gone, who owns this place now?”

“No one.” Bedwyr shrugged. “Well, I suppose technically the Lasgochs still own it.”

“But they’re not here.” A slow grin spread across my face.

“What are you thinking?” Bedwyr asked me.

“I’m thinking that this is a pretty good place for a basecamp,” I replied. “We’re not too far from the Lasgoch road that leads back to Durovernum, but we’re still out of sight. The place is in good enough shape that it shouldn’t be too hard to repair it and make it livable again. It’s a ready-made fortress. Hell, we’ve even got a goat.”

“And chickens.” Bedwyr smiled. “So you’re sure? Even after all you’ve seen, you’re still sure you want to stay here in Prydain?”

“Yep.” I nodded. “I haven’t changed my mind since that night on the road, Bedwyr. If anything, I’m even more convinced now than I was then. I’m going to get rid of Vortigern, drive out the Saecs, and make Prydain a land for everyone to live and thrive. Without fear.”

The firelight flickered on Bedwyr’s lovely face. She gazed at me across the flames, and the light they kindled in her hazel eyes was full of pride.

“I could see you,” she said in a soft voice. “In the cave, when you were facing Medrawt. You spoke to her as a king.”

“It didn’t work,” I pointed out. “Medrawt didn’t listen to me.”

“That doesn’t matter.” She shook her head. “In that moment, I saw the king you will be, Elliot. The king you are. The true and destined king of all Prydain.”

“King Arthur,” I said in a thoughtful voice and then grinned. “Bedwyr, how do you feel about becoming my first knight?”

“What is a knight?” she asked.

“It’s a very special kind of warrior,” I explained. “A knight protects the innocent and upholds the law for the good of all. A knight has honor and dignity. They can never be bought or corrupted. They always do what’s right, and they fight alongside their king.”

Bedwyr’s eyes had grown wider and wider while I spoke, and when I finished, she nodded her head eagerly.

“Yes!” she said in an excited tone. “Yes, Elliot, I will be your knight.”

“And this will be called Camelot,” I said with a gesture around the fort. “It might be a bit crumbly, it might be dusty, it might stink of fox piss, but goddammit, it’s my Camelot.”

“Camelot,” Bedwyr repeated. “What does this mean?”

“Hell if I know.” I shrugged with a grin. “I’m making this shit up as I go. But I know it’s a good name.”

“Alright.” Bedwyr matched my grin. “Camelot, home to King Elliot and his one knight.”

“For now,” I said with a poorly suppressed grin. “We’re going to have to find more knights to join us.”

“They will come,” she said with a nod. “I know they will. As soon as people start to realize who you are and what you mean for Prydain, they will come and join us.”

“I hope so,” I said. “This fort needs more people in it than just you, me, and Myrthin.”

Bedwyr started to say something, but then she stopped herself.

I looked at her curiously. “What is it?”

“I don’t want to assume,” Bedwyr said. “Or impose. I know we are lovers, but you are still the true and destined king, so I don’t wish to–”

“Bedwyr,” I cut her off with a grin. “Just say what you’re thinking.”

“My village.” Bedwyr bit her lower lip. “I can’t just leave them. They’re defenseless. They’ve already suffered so much, and I know they can’t–”

“Shit, yeah, of course,” I said. “They can come here and live in Camelot.”

“Truly?” Bedwyr’s face lit up like a beacon. “That would be wonderful!”

“We should tell the other villagers they can come here as well,” I said. “It’ll be good for them to be somewhere properly defended.”

“They’ll bring their skills with them as well,” Bedwyr said. “They’ll know how to take care of the animals and grow more crops.”

“Yeah.” I nodded with a grin. “It works out great for everyone.”

Bedwyr’s eyes shone. She leaned over and brushed her fingers down my cheek.

“There he is,” she whispered. “The man who would be king. My king. The one I’ve waited for years to find.”

I closed my eyes to savor the feeling of her cool, callused fingers as they stroked down my cheek.

Bedwyr’s gentle touch moved down my cheek to my lips and then my jaw.

I opened my eyes and looked at her and then leaned in. My hand cupped her jaw, and I pulled her mouth down to meet mine. We kissed softly and then broke apart to catch our breath.

I stroked a strand of hair back from Bedwyr’s face. She half-closed her eyes as my fingers brushed her forehead and tucked the hair behind her ear, and then her face suddenly twisted into a wince.

“What is it?” I asked quickly.

“It’s nothing.” She shook her head. “It’s just a graze behind my ear. I think it happened when Medrawt was shooting her strange lightning at us. I didn’t notice at the time, but it stings a bit now.”

“Let me see,” I commanded.

“Elliot,” she protested. “It’s nothing, truly.”

“Hey,” I said with a mock frown. “Are you going to obey your king or what?”

A smile tugged at her lips. “Of course, my king.”

“Then turn around,” I commanded her.

Bedwyr shuffled around so her back was toward me.

I swept her braid in front of her shoulder so it was out of the way, then gently examined her scalp. There was a shallow cut behind her ear. It had bled a little and the skin around it was pink, but it was already scabbed over.

“Alright,” I said. “Just be careful, okay?”

“Yes, my king,” Bedwyr said in a teasing voice.

I chuckled, leaned in, and brushed my lips over the gentle curve of her ear.

Bedwyr shivered, and I actually saw the hairs on the back of her neck stand up.

“Oh,” she said in a small, surprised voice.

“That’s what we do in Florida,” I said. “A kiss to make it better.”

“Really?” She turned to look at me over her shoulder. “Because…”

“Because what?” I asked.

The firelight glowed softly on Bedwyr’s cheekbones and lit twin fires in her soft hazel eyes.

“Because I might have a few bruises in other places,” she murmured. “Perhaps you could tend to those as well.”

My heart suddenly gave a great thump. My mouth felt dry, and my voice was suddenly hoarse when I answered.

“I’ll do my best,” I said. “Where should I look?”

“Let me show you,” Bedwyr whispered.

OceanofPDF.com


Chapter 15

I swallowed hard as Bedwyr lifted the hem of her tunic between her fingers. The fabric rustled softly, and she pulled it up over her head, and then Bedwyr’s naked back was exposed to me.

I swallowed again.

My fingertips hovered over her back, and I gently touched her soft skin.

Bedwyr sucked in her breath.

My fingers stroked up and down the ridge of her spine, and the whole world seemed to narrow down to the sensation of her body flexing under the passage of my touch.

“This reminds me of my first night here,” I said in a soft tone. “In your hut, when you changed your tunic.”

“I knew you were looking,” she said in a low voice. “I wanted you to look.”

“I remember how strong you looked,” I murmured. “I could see the muscles in your back and your shoulders. And I thought you were one of the most beautiful women I’d ever seen.”

“And now?” Bedwyr’s head turned toward me over her shoulder.

The flames of the fire were a soft golden highlight on her cheekbones, and the firelight created smudged lines of shadow under her jawline. Her eyelashes curled up on her cheek, and her eyes gleamed as bright as crystal. Her dark blonde hair was brown against her scalp, but the loose ends of it glinted a bright golden where the firelight touched them.

“And now…” I leaned closer to her.

My arms slipped around her waist, and I felt the soft warmth of her breasts above my knuckles. I moved my hands a little higher and found the delicious weight of her breasts. I ran my thumbs over her bare nipples, and Bedwyr let out a tiny gasp as goosebumps once more erupted over her skin.

“And now,” I whispered into her ear, “I don’t just see your beauty. I see your inner strength, your bravery, and your heart.”

Bedwyr’s soft breasts rose and fell with every movement of her breathing. Her nipples were hard and eager with anticipation, and I pressed my fingers into her soft flesh and marveled at how smooth and perfect her skin was.

“Yes,” she whispered.

She reached up behind her to run her fingers through my hair and pull my face close to her.

I covered one of her breasts with my hand and pressed the tight bud of her nipple into my palm.

“Mm, yes, Elliot,” Bedwyr sighed.

She was rocking forward a little bit, and when I peeked over her shoulder, I realized she was grinding herself against her heel.

“Oh, uh-uh.” I dropped my hands from her breasts.

My cock was an aching, throbbing dagger in my pants, but I wasn’t going to give in to my urges just yet.

“Elliot?” Bedwyr twisted around to look at me in concern and confusion.

“You’re trying to get a head start,” I said with a knowing grin.

Bedwyr’s cheeks flushed. She turned all the way around to face me, and I was momentarily distracted by the display of her nipples in front of me.

“It just feels so good,” she confessed.

“I know it feels good,” I returned.

I suddenly took her by the shoulders and pressed her back down onto the bedrolls. I pressed her knees apart with my hands so I could kneel between them.

“Which is why I’d like to torture you a little bit first,” I whispered in her ear.

“I am yours to command, sire,” Bedwyr murmured.

I chuckled. “That’s what I like to hear.”

I lowered my mouth to hers and kissed her.

Bedwyr sighed in pleasure and then gasped as I lowered my lips to her other breast and teased her nipple with my mouth.

I kissed her there and then took her nipple between my teeth and gently nipped at it. I teased it with my tongue, and Bedwyr’s body spasmed in pleasure. Her eyelashes fluttered, goosebumps broke out over her skin, and she let out a long, breathless moan of pleasure.

“Ohhh,” Bedwyr moaned. “Yes, oh, yes, I like that.”

I stroked her other nipple with my thumb again and again until she dug her fingers into my shoulders in her sudden frenzy of passion. I ran my tongue down the valley between her breasts. The musky, womanly smell of her was maddening, and my cock was rock-hard in my pants. Her skin was so soft underneath my hands and lips.

“Yes,” Bedwyr gasped. “Oh, goddess, yeeesss. That’s it.”

Her body writhed under me as I sucked hard on her nipples. I bit them gently and then lightly grazed them with my tongue, and Bedwyr shuddered with pleasure.

“Oh, goddess,” she breathed. “That feels so good, do that again.”

I pressed my lips against her nipples and circled them with my tongue. She gave a little gasp of pleasure and arched her back to push her chest up to meet me.

Every part of Bedwyr’s skin was silky smooth to the touch. She dug her fingers into my hair and then gasped and tipped her head back to expose her throat to my hungry mouth as I burned a trail of kisses down her throat and over her collarbone. I paused at her breastbone before dipping lower and pressing my lips to the deep valley of her cleavage.

“You’re so beautiful,” I whispered. “Every part of your body drives me wild.”

My other hand slowly trailed down over her stomach to the waistband of her pants. I slid my hand into the front, and the wet heat of her pussy on my fingers was the best fucking feeling in the world.

“God, you’re so wet for me,” I groaned.

Bedwyr gasped and jumped as I slid two fingers inside her. My thumb grazed her swollen clit, and she gave a long, drawn-out gasp and dug her nails into my shoulder.

“Oh!” she gasped out.

Her clit was almost vibrating with the pleasure and sensation throbbing through it.

My fingers vanished into the fragrant pussy juices that were flowing out of her, and I began to fuck her with my fingers. I plunged in and out of her tight, wet pussy, and my thumb worked her clit relentlessly.

Bedwyr cried out in pleasure and flung her head back.

“Goddess!” she moaned. “Yes! More!”

I nuzzled her breast with my mouth and then lapped at her nipples and teased them with my lips.

Bedwyr was panting and gasping as my mouth teased her breasts and my fingers worked deep inside her. Her clit was throbbing and engorged under my touch. The walls of her pussy constricted and clenched around my fingers as I drove her steadily toward her orgasm.

Bedwyr’s back arched, and she pressed herself up on her elbows in ecstasy.

“Ohhh… ohhh, yeeees!” she cried.

Her whole body trembled, and she threw her head back as she climaxed. Her hips bucked against my hand, and she let out a long, drawn-out moan before her head sagged back against the ground.

“Ohhhh…” she breathed. “Oh, that was so good.”

I smiled and brushed back her hair from her face.

Bedwyr laid still for a moment with her eyes closed. Her breasts heaved up and down as she recovered. Then she opened her eyes again, and she looked at me with a slow, flirty smile.

“We’re not finished yet, though, are we, my king?” she said.

“Not if you want more,” I said with a grin.

By way of an answer, Bedwyr sat up, reached for my jacket, and shoved it down my shoulders. Then she lifted up my shirt and pulled it over my head.

She sighed in pleasure and stroked her hands down my chest.

“You look lovely in the firelight,” she murmured.

Her hands went to my waist. She unbuckled my belt and then my pants. It took her a moment to work out the zipper situation, but then she managed it. I rose up onto my knees, and she pulled down my pants, and then my underwear.

My cock sprang free, and Bedwyr let out another sigh of pleasure at the sight.

“Yes,” she murmured.

She touched the tip of my cock lightly, and my body jerked in pleasure at the sensation of her fingers on my shaft. Her other hand stroked my balls, and I gasped as she gently massaged them.

Her gentle fingers massaged the tip of my cock with an unbelievable dexterity, and I shivered at the almost unbearable pleasure of it. Bedwyr held my shaft in a firm but gentle grip and delicately ran her fingers over the sensitive tip. If I didn’t have so much self-control, I could have burst right there in her hands.

“Fuck,” I gasped.

“Does my king like my touch?” Bedwyr purred.

“Fuck,” I groaned. “Christ, Bedwyr. Yes.”

A tiny droplet of precum clung to Bedwyr’s finger, and she put her finger in her mouth and deliberately sucked on it. Her eyes were on me the whole time.

It was so fucking hot I thought I might explode just from the sight of her.

“I want to feel you inside me,” Bedwyr whispered.

I swallowed hard. “Lie down on your back.”

Bedwyr obeyed me.

I pulled off her leather boots and put them to the side. Then I reached for the waistband of her pants and dragged them all the way down her long legs.

Bedwyr lifted her feet to completely discard her pants and then arched her back with her thighs splayed wide open to give me full access to every part of her body. The skin between her legs was wet from the orgasm she’d already had.

I drew back a little bit, but only so that I could kick off my boots, and then pull my jeans and underwear entirely off.

Bedwyr made a little pleased mewl as we were now both completely naked under the stars.

Then I settled myself in the cradle of her thighs, and the heat radiating out from her pussy enveloped my cock in a glorious haze of desire. The feel of her wetness and heat so close to me was excruciating.

I pressed only the very tip of my cock between Bedwyr’s pussy lips, and the sensation was so perfect, it almost made me see stars.

“Fuuuck,” I groaned.

Bedwyr gasped as I slid more of my cock inside her.

“More,” she pleaded. “More, my king. Put it in deep.”

I shifted my hips and pushed a little deeper inside her sweet body.

“More,” she begged.

I grabbed her hips, and in one quick motion, I thrust myself inside her.

Bedwyr arched off the bedroll and moaned in delight as my cock filled her hot pussy.

“Yes!” she moaned. “Yes, yes!”

My entire length was inside her now, and I groaned in pleasure as her pussy welcomed me in. Bedwyr’s inner walls were slick with her arousal and so tight it was beyond imagining as I pushed inside her. The velvety heat and wetness of her pussy was incredible, and my heart hammered with desire as my pulse whirled in my temples.

“Fuck,” I gasped out. “Oh, fuck, Bedwyr, you feel so good.”

Bedwyr grabbed my face and pulled my lips to hers for a kiss. As she did so, she shifted her hips slightly, and we both moaned as the change in position sent a whole new flood of sensations tingling through our bodies.

“Fuck, Bedwyr,” I groaned. “You feel amazing.”

“It feels so good to have you inside me,” she breathed. “I love the feeling of your cock filling me up.”

Slowly at first, I began to thrust into her, and then I started to pick up the pace a little. I slid my cock out of her pussy and drove it inside her again with a grunt.

“Do you like that?” I managed to ask.

“Yes!” Bedwyr gasped. “Goddess, yes, it feels so good!”

I began to thrust inside her with quick, deep strokes. The motion made her breasts bounce on her chest, and her tight pink nipples strained up at the starry sky as her body rocked under mine.

“Yes,” she moaned. “Yes, Elliot, yes.”

I pounded in and out of her in smooth, slick motions. One at a time, I pressed her knees up so her feet left the ground, and then I braced myself on my elbows again. She curled her toes in ecstasy, and her feet bobbed up and down as her body rocked under the force of my thrusts.

The slick feeling of her tunnel encompassing my cock was a total rush, and my heart was hammering with the overwhelming sensation of how fucking fantastic it was.

Bedwyr clung to me as I plunged in and out of her over and over again.

We moved in a steady rhythm, and our bodies worked together in a perfect dance. We seemed to know perfectly what to do in order to bring the other pleasure. Bedwyr’s pale breasts bounced deliciously each time I drove my full length inside her.

“Yes,” she moaned. “Ohhh, that feels so good. Yes, oh, goddess, yes.”

I plunged into her again and again. Bedwyr’s pussy was like silk, and every time I thrust into her, her inner walls held onto me and embraced me. She was wet and slick with arousal, and she was perfectly slippery in a way that made every stroke inside her only intensify my need to quench my lust inside her body.

I went at a steady, rhythmic pace, and I concentrated on pressing my cock inside her as deep as I could go. Our hips rhythmically rocked in perfect synchronization. My cock thrust in and out of Bedwyr’s pussy, and her juices coated my shaft.

“I love your body,” I gasped. “You’re perfect, Bedwyr.”

“You feel so good inside me,” she moaned. “I’ve never felt like this before, it’s never been so good.”

Her pussy was so wet, and my whole world narrowed to the sensation of driving into Bedwyr’s sweet, hot entrance and hearing the warrior gasp and moan with each powerful thrust I made.

Her body tightened around me as she inched closer to her climax, and Bedwyr’s moans started to become long and ragged. Her breasts were bobbing in a frantic rhythm, and a series of glorious moans escaped her mouth from the intensity of the sensations I was building inside her.

Bedwyr’s pussy quivered around me.

“Ohhhh, fuck!” she gasped as she tumbled over the edge.

Her pussy gripped my cock as she came again. The sensation of her body around mine was unbelievable, but I knew I could keep going, so I did.

Bedwyr’s pussy convulsed, and I groaned at the incredible sensation of her cumming on my cock. Her body arched, the walls of her pussy clenched around my length, and I had to grit my teeth hard to stop myself from following her over the edge into orgasm.

Bedwyr’s pussy clenched around my cock, and she bucked her hips a few more times before she laid back and let out a groaning sigh with her eyes closed.

“Goddess,” she groaned.

Then her eyelashes fluttered, and she opened her eyes as she realized I was still hard inside her. Her eyebrows drew together into a disbelieving frown.

“Elliot,” she gasped. “You didn’t– you’re not finished?”

“Not yet,” I growled.

“Goddess,” she breathed. “How?”

“Well,” I said, “I am the true and destined king of all Prydain.”

Bedwyr let out a low, delighted laugh. She grabbed my face and pulled my lips down to hers. We kissed hard, and the electricity between us sent sparks fizzing through my veins.

“Don’t stop,” Bedwyr breathed when we broke the kiss. “Fill me up. All the way.”

“Can I turn you over?” I asked.

Bedwyr’s eyes lit up. She nodded.

I pulled my cock out of her, and Bedwyr helped by sitting up and turning over onto her hands and knees.

The sight of her tight, toned ass inches in front of my cock was fucking beautiful.

Bedwyr looked back at me over her shoulder and deliberately pressed her ass against my hot length. My cock was still dripping wet with her juices, and a tortured groan fell from my lips as Bedwyr’s pussy grazed against my shaft.

My hands reached around to cup her breasts, and I thumbed her nipples until she was moaning with pleasure. She writhed against me and pressed her ass against my throbbing cock until I was about to burst.

“You’re teasing me,” I murmured.

I leaned in and kissed the side of her neck.

“So are you,” she gasped. “I want to feel you inside me, Elliot.”

The knowledge that she was still desperate for me to be inside her was like a drug, and I wanted to hold out for as long as possible because I knew just how fucking sweet it would be when I finally gave in.

Her nipples were warm and tight under my fingers, and her skin was so unbelievably smooth it was like stroking silk.

“Elliot,” she moaned.

I ran my hand down the notches of her spine and over the twin mounds of her ass. I lifted her asscheeks, spread them, and ran my finger between her dripping folds to touch her pulsing clit.

Bedwyr pressed against me and let out a moan.

I placed one hand onto her ass to steady myself, and with my other hand, I guided my cock to her entrance.

With one quick buck of my hips, I thrust my length deep inside her again.

Bedwyr let out a moan of pleasure as her silky wet pussy welcomed me inside again, and I couldn’t hold back a groan as her hot wetness took over my cock.

“Oh, fuck,” I growled. “Yes, fuck.”

I gripped Bedwyr’s shoulders and pumped into her with deep, quick, powerful strokes. She braced her hands against the ground to withstand the power of my thrusts, and each time I drove into her, she let out a tiny, sharp moan of delight.

I hammered into her with deep, quick thrusts. Bedwyr’s head hung down over the ground. I reached around and cupped the bobbing weight of her breasts in my hands, and then I drove into her even harder because the feeling of her breasts bouncing under the force of my thrusts was so fucking good.

I pinched her nipples between my fingers and thumbs, rolled them, and pulled them. My hips still moved, rocking us back and forth, and then I released her breasts and went back to holding onto her shoulders to pull her back against me.

I plowed into her again and again with that same relentless drive. I hammered into her nonstop, and my hips jerked with the force of a pile driver turned up to maximum speed. Our bodies rocked together in a rhythm that didn’t stop.

“Yes, yes,” Bedwyr panted as I leaned over her and thrust deeper than ever inside her. “Yes, Elliot, oh, my goddess, yes…”

Her voice became a low, breathless moan as I drove her to her climax.

“Mmmm,” she moaned. “Harder, harder, yes, yes, yes…”

Her moans told me how close she was, and I couldn’t wait to follow her into pure bliss.

I plunged into her pussy again and again, and Bedwyr released a moan that rose in volume as she reached her orgasm. Her whole body tensed, her pussy quivered, and her limbs shuddered involuntarily with the force of the sensations that overcame her.

The feeling of her orgasming on my cock was more than I could bear, and I couldn’t hold back any longer. I came, and I came hard enough that my vision went black at the corners. For a second, the whole world vanished as I pumped my hot cum inside Bedwyr’s thirsty pussy.

The orgasm rocked through my body with stars and fireworks bursting behind my eyes. The sensations traveled from my cock to my toes to my fingertips, and I let out a huge groan as my vision blurred. My hips rocked back and forth, my cock throbbed, and I shot everything I had into Bedwyr.

She gasped at the sensation of being so filled up, and my hips jerked again as another wave of cum gushed out of me. It felt like an eternity stretched out before me as the pleasure cascaded through my veins, and finally, something close to sense started to work its way back into my mind.

A shudder and a shiver shook my whole body, and the blood whirled in my ears as my senses recalibrated. All of the energy seemed to have gushed out of me along with my cum, and I felt totally drained.

I slid my cock gently out of Bedwyr’s pussy and collapsed down on the ground beside her.

“Whoa,” I managed to gasp out.

Bedwyr slumped down onto her front. She was gasping for breath. Her face was turned toward me, and I could see her closed eyes and her parted lips as she tried to get her breath back. She flipped over so she was lying on her back, and her nipples pointed up at the stars as she gasped.

“Fuck.” She let out a breathless laugh and pushed back her hair. “That was…”

She laughed again and then turned to smile at me.

I smiled back at her and held out my arms. She wriggled over so she was next to me, and we laid with our arms wrapped around each other.

Our lovemaking had gone on for far longer than I’d realized. The sky was a deep, dark blue now, and the stars were fully out. The moon was hidden by a few scattered clouds that darted back and forth over the sky with the passage of the wind.

It was cold now, too, even with the fire. Our sweat started to dry on our skin, and Bedwyr gave a little shiver as she pressed against me.

“Let’s go to bed,” I whispered and started to get up.

“Not yet.” She tightened the grip of her arms around me. “Just a few more minutes. Where it’s just you and me underneath the stars.”

I settled back down again and pressed a kiss against her forehead.

Bedwyr let out a little sigh and turned her face up to look into mine. We smiled at each other.

“Thank you,” she whispered. “For this. For tonight. I’ve never felt like this before, not with any man. You… you take me to places, Elliot. Places I had no idea existed before now.”

“I’m glad I can bring you pleasure like that,” I whispered. “Your body feels so amazing, Bedwyr. It brings me so much pleasure to be with you like this… If I can make you feel just half as good as you make me feel, then I think I’ve done a good job.”

“Oh, yes, you have,” she assured me. “I am quite confident in stating that the pleasure you give me exceeds all limits.”

I chuckled softly. But even though it might have seemed like I was taking it in my stride, my heart was filled with butterflies at Bedwyr’s words. I knew I was a pretty good lover– I’d had no complaints in the past and instead got a lot of compliments for the care and attention I put into making sure my partners were satisfied. But somehow it felt different when those words came from Bedwyr. She was so unlike any other woman I’d ever met before, and I knew she would only say things like that if she meant them with her whole heart.

It was humbling, and it made me realize again what a fucking privilege it was to be with someone like her.

I was the luckiest guy in Prydain.

“What do you think will happen tomorrow?” Bedwyr asked me.

“I guess…” I thought about it. “Well, you can go back to your village tomorrow if you want and tell them about coming to live here. Or we can start getting an idea of what kind of repairs we’ll have to do in this place first.”

“Most of the buildings are in decent condition,” Bedwyr said. “The main thing I’m concerned about are the latrine and the hypocaust.”

“Oh, Christ,” I groaned. “I’d forgotten about the latrine.”

Bedwyr giggled. “I hadn’t.”

“I guess we’ll need to build a pen for the goat and the chickens as well,” I said. “So they don’t get into the crops we’re going to plant. Wow. Now that I say it all out loud, that’s a hell of a lot of stuff we’ve got to deal with.”

“We won’t be alone,” Bedwyr reminded me. “We’ll have the villagers here to help us.”

“Assuming they agree to come here,” I pointed out.

“They will,” Bedwyr assured me. “It makes too much sense for them to say no. They’ll be safer here.”

“I wonder if Myrthin will make any sense,” I said with a grim chuckle.

“Yes,” Bedwyr sighed. “I hope so. It seemed as though he’d started to come back to himself at the end there.”

“Before he pulled half the cliff into the sea,” I said. “And then collapsed.”

“Alright, alright.” Bedwyr gave me a light, teasing slap on the shoulder. “Let us be hopeful. At least for tonight.”

“Okay,” I said with a chuckle. “At least for tonight.”

Bedwyr laughed, but then she shivered again.

“Come on.” I sat up. “Let’s go back inside. I don’t want you getting sick from exposure out here.”

Before we went inside, I walked over to the well and pulled up another bucket of water. It was freezing cold, but the fire was already burning low, and it would have been a waste of fuel to get it hot enough again to heat the water. Besides, we didn’t have any good containers to heat the water in. So we just scrubbed ourselves off enough to freshen up a little before we turned in for the night.

We poured the last of the bucket of water onto the fire to put it out, gathered our things, and went into the building where we’d left Myrthin.

The old enchanter hadn’t moved since we’d left him there. He was still breathing regularly, and for all intents and purposes, he seemed to just be in the depths of normal sleep.

I hoped it would turn out to be just normal sleep and nothing more sinister, but only time would tell.

Bedwyr and I spread out our bedrolls on the cleanest parts of the floor in the building. It would have been nice to sleep beside a fire, but it was even nicer to sleep inside four walls with a roof over my head.

I fell asleep listening to the soft sounds of Bedwyr’s breathing and Myrthin’s deeper, rasping sounds that were almost snores.

I slept deeply and without dreams, and in the early morning, I awoke to the cold gray dawn light filtering in through the windows.

I stretched and yawned and then laid still under my blanket as I listened to the chaos of birdsong happening just outside. It was so loud, it sounded like there was a whole orchestra of birds playing literally right outside the door.

I grinned wryly to myself and sat up.

Bedwyr and Myrthin were still asleep. Myrthin was lying stretched out on his back with his arms down by his sides. He looked like a mummy or like a carved effigy I might see in a museum of an ancient tomb. He was so still that I had to take another look before I could be sure he was actually still breathing.

The cold, early morning light didn’t do him any favors, and he looked washed-out and haggard. His skin was the color of dirty dishwater, and there were marks like bruises underneath the sunken hollows of his closed eyes. His lips were covered in flakes of dry, white skin, and his hair was lank with grease.

Still, I guessed things could have been worse. He didn’t look too bad for a guy who’d been living alone in a cave and surviving on rats for the past seven years.

By contrast, Bedwyr looked peaceful and at rest. She was lying on her side with one hand tucked under her cheek. Her long rope of hair had fallen forward over her shoulder, and the blonde braid partially obscured her face. A few loose strands fluttered softly from her breath.

I smiled to see her so peaceful.

I carefully eased out from underneath my blanket, crept to the door, and stepped out into the morning light.

It was brighter outside than it had first seemed. The sun was rising, and the sky was already turning blue. I had a feeling it was going to be another hot day.

The birds were going crazy nearby, which was weird because I hadn’t thought there were many trees nearby. I walked around the side of the building and immediately found the culprits. The next building, which was the one that had a hole in the roof, was covered in birds. They perched on the roof, pointed their beaks to the sky, and sang their hearts out in joy at the new morning’s arrival.

There were more birds on the roof of the building we’d been asleep in as well. So they had almost been literally outside the door.

In the middle of the birdsong, I heard a weird, guttural churring noise I didn’t recognize.

I frowned as I tried to work out what I was hearing, and then I followed it around and through the buildings until I came out near the back wall of the fort.

I looked around, but I couldn’t see anything.

Suddenly something butted against the back of my knees so hard that I almost went down in the dirt.

I whirled around to see the goat from last night standing behind me. She stared at me and let out an indignant bleat.

“Oh, hello,” I said.

She waggled her head. The churring noise came again, and one of the hens wriggled out from a shallow hole underneath the edge of one of the buildings. I hadn’t noticed it before, but some animal had managed to dig a very shallow tunnel under the corner of the buildings. It could have been the chickens’ handiwork, but it looked a bit too big for that.

The chicken saw me and backed up a couple of steps. She cocked her head at me in a considering way, as though she was trying to work out if I was bad news or not. Then she seemed to shrug and give it up.

She spread her wings, stretched up, and flapped wildly for a few seconds. Then she made a big jump with a lot more flapping of her wings and landed on the goat’s back.

The goat didn’t seem to mind that the chicken was now riding her like a jockey on a horse.

It was a pretty funny sight to me, and I chuckled in amusement as the chicken sank its long, scaled toes into the goat’s back to keep her balance.

“You’re weird,” I told her.

The chicken let out a soft cluck.

“What were you doing underneath that place?” I asked her. “Is that where you girls sleep?”

I knelt down on my hands and knees and peered into the hole. Then my eyes widened.

“Whoa,” I breathed. “You’ve been holding out on me.”

There were about five eggs in different positions underneath the building.

I shuffled closer and reached into the hole. I had to get in very close to reach all of the eggs, and an unpleasant Final Destination-type scenario kept playing out in my mind where the whole structure collapsed down on me.

But thankfully, I managed to get out all of the eggs without any accidents happening.

From what I could see, there had been more eggs underneath the building, but they’d broken. There were pieces of shattered shell scattered around, and one of the intact eggs was covered in something slimy that seemed like old egg white.

“Cool.” I wrinkled my nose in disgust. “Gross.”

I couldn’t tell how old most of the eggs were. But one of them was still warm to the touch, and there was a tiny soft, downy white feather clinging to the freckled brown shell. I plucked it free and let it drift away on the wind.

Bedwyr might know a way to check whether the eggs were good or bad. I hoped there were enough good ones to make an omelet because I was already really hungry.

I took the eggs back to the spot where we’d made the campfire, and the goat followed me. I could tell she was hoping I would provide her with more bread.

“Sorry,” I told her. “No more bread right now.”

The goat flapped her ears and seemed to scowl at me.

“You just wait,” I said. “Soon we’ll get you nice and fattened up and healthy. Then all we’d need is a male to make you a mommy and start producing milk for our breakfast. You’ll like that, won’t you? Doing your bit for the fight to take back the country?”

The goat looked like this was the last thing on her mind, which, to be fair to her, I supposed it was.

I laughed, and I was suddenly struck with a bright feeling of hope.

The goat would become healthy, the chickens were already laying eggs, the sun was shining, and it was a beautiful new day.

Things were going to be okay.

“I have a good feeling about this,” I told the goat.

She didn’t look impressed.

In fact, she looked like she was about to stalk away in a huff.

And then there was a bang at the front gate.

It was a loud enough noise to silence the birds and make the goat jump a few steps in fright. The chicken who was still riding her back let out a little burble of alarm.

I spun around and stared at the gate.

Bedwyr and I had pulled it closed last night. It wasn’t properly shut due to the broken hinges, but it was closed enough so it didn’t look immediately like it was broken. From a distance it could fool someone. Up close was another matter.

And there was definitely someone up close to it right now.

A sound behind me made me whirl around, but it was just Bedwyr.

“What was that noise?” she asked in an urgent tone.

“At the gate,” I replied.

“What?” she asked. “Who?”

“I don’t know.” I frowned, and my eyes lit on the covered sentry boxes that were placed on either side of the gate. “Shit, look, Bedwyr.”

“We can climb up there and see who’s on the other side,” she said instantly.

I nodded, and we took off running toward the wall.

We dashed over to the walkway built against the wall and ran up the rickety wooden stairs to reach the top. Then I discovered we didn’t need to reach the sentry boxes, we could see over the top of the wall from here just fine.

We had a clear view of the person outside who was knocking on the gate.

To my shock, it was a woman.

A woman with a breastplate and a sword.

Like Bedwyr.

I stared down at the strange woman while my mind sifted through a dozen different scenarios.

The woman was young. She looked like she was in her early twenties. Her hair was dark brown, and because of that it was difficult to make out how she was wearing it. But then she moved her head slightly so the sun shone on her head, and I saw her hair was in two braids that were pinned up on the top of her head. It was a bit like an old-fashioned milkmaid hairstyle.

Except no milkmaid carried a sword or wore a breastplate.

“Who is she?” Bedwyr murmured.

“I don’t know.” I glanced sideways at her. “Any ideas?”

Bedwyr shook her head. “Her sword isn’t a Lasgoch weapon. It doesn’t look like any weapon I’ve ever seen here. It’s not Saec.”

“Is that a good thing or a bad thing?” I asked her.

“Who knows?” Bedwyr shrugged.

The woman stepped up to the gate again. She lifted the handle of her sword and used the pommel to rap hard against the gate. In fact, she did it so hard that the gate abruptly sagged sideways.

“Oh!” she gasped.

The woman took a startled step back, but then almost at once, she stepped forward again as she realized she now had a way in.

“Shit,” I muttered under my breath.

“Elliot!” Bedwyr hissed in a panicked tone.

I spun around and saw what she’d already spotted.

Myrthin had emerged from the building. He swayed slightly on his feet, but he was walking with dogged determination toward the gate.

“Fuck!” I gritted out.

The strange woman called out some kind of greeting to Myrthin as he got closer to the gate.

I threw myself along the walkway to get back to the stairs, and I hurtled down the stairs to try and get to Myrthin before he reached the gate.

But it was too late.

Myrthin reached the gate, and with a strength that was totally shocking considering what he’d been through, he heaved it aside.

Then he stepped back and made a welcoming gesture with his arm.

I reached the gate just in time to see the strange woman step into the fort. Bedwyr skidded to a halt next to me.

“Oh, hello,” the strange woman greeted us.

Her pale green eyes examined first me, then Bedwyr, then Myrthin.

Then they came back to me.

I was on high alert for any potential threats, but I couldn’t help noticing just how lovely she was. Her skin was a smooth, rosy olive color. Her lips were plump and pink, and there was a small gap between her two front teeth. She had thick, very dark eyebrows that arched above her luminous green eyes.

“What is your business here?” Bedwyr demanded.

“I’m here to find the Once and Future King,” the woman replied.

Bedwyr and I exchanged startled glances.

The strange woman noticed, and a huge, delighted, excited grin spread across her strikingly beautiful face.

“I’m at the right place, aren’t I?” she said. “It’s you, isn’t it?”

She was talking to me. She had a very pronounced accent. It was like Bedwyr’s but turned up to eleven.

“It’s you,” she repeated. “You’re Arthur, aren’t you?”

“Who’s asking?” I narrowed my eyes.

The woman grinned cheekily.

She didn’t seem at all intimidated by us, or by Bedwyr’s sword.

“Me,” she said. “I’m asking.”

“And?” I demanded. “Who the hell are you?”

“My name is Gwallmai,” she replied. “I’m here to join your army so we can get rid of Vortigern and take back Prydain.”
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