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Chapter 1



I leaned against the rough wooden post and paused for a moment to catch my breath in the shade of the village wall.



My feet ached, my shoulders were sore, and there was a blister rising on the inside of my thumb. My hair was so saturated with sweat that I could see the dark, wavy ends of it in my peripheral vision where it hung down over my forehead. I was dirty, sweaty, tired, and I would have paid good money for a hot shower with decent water pressure.



I was unlikely to ever experience the delights of a good shower ever again, which should have been depressing. But even that knowledge, and my sweaty, aching body, couldn’t dampen the happiness simmering in my chest.



Sure, I was dripping with sweat, covered in blisters, and doomed to nothing more than a quick scrub with a damp cloth at the end of the day.



But I wouldn’t have changed anything about my current situation.



Okay, well, maybe if someone in Prydain could fix up a decent shower and get on with the little matter of inventing flushing toilets, that would be appreciated.



I pushed myself away from the tall stake wall that ran around the perimeter of the village, seized the axe from the ground, and went back to hacking at the tree in front of me. I’d already put a decent-sized notch in the slender trunk, so I moved to attack it from the other side. The tree creaked and groaned as the gash in its trunk grew deeper.



After a few more hacks with the axe, the tree groaned again, and then with a creaking, tortured groan, it toppled to the ground.



I jumped back to avoid getting thwacked by any of the branches. It wasn’t a big enough tree to kill anyone it fell on, but I didn’t like the idea of getting whipped in the face and ending up with a mouthful of leaves.



I took another breather against the village wall. I’d thought I was in pretty good shape before I came to Prydain, but as it turned out, cutting down trees with an axe involved very different muscles than the ones I’d used on the bench press back home.



I swiped my hair back so it was slicked down with my own sweat, which was kind of disgusting to think about. But another part of me kind of enjoyed it.



Back home in Florida, I’d been pretty well groomed. Clients generally preferred it when their bodyguards looked presentable, and as I’d hired out my services to the rich and wealthy nepo babies and aging millionaires of Miami Beach, my contracts had usually involved accompanying my clients to various parties and social engagements. I wasn’t the most stylish guy, but I usually put in a bit of effort. Polished boots, well-ironed shirts, a bit of product in a vain effort to tame my dark, wavy hair.



But that was the old me.



That was a whole other world, not to mention a whole other life.



Back then, I’d been Elliot the bodyguard, the hired muscle who was paid to keep his clients safe and his mouth shut. No one had been particularly interested in what I had to say, just what I could do for them.



My life couldn’t be more different now.



Now I was a king.



Well.



Maybe not just yet.



Kingship was still a way off on the horizon, but it was waiting for me, and it shimmered in front of my eyes like a promise.



There was just the tiny business of overthrowing the current king. The tyrant Vortigern, who had zero claim to the crown and less than zero idea of how to use it.



He’d been put in place by the Lasgoch governor, who’d occupied and ruled over Prydain for the past couple hundred years. When the Lasgochs had removed their presence from Prydain, they installed Vortigern as king because of his loyalty to the Lasgoch emperor, not because of any skills or diplomacy he himself possessed. The guy was little more than a secretary on a power trip



And a deeply unpleasant one at that.



I’d met the guy not long after I’d arrived in Prydain, and in the short time I’d spent with him, he’d managed to impress me not only with his failings as a political leader, but also with the levels of spite, pettiness, insecurity, and all-around incompetence he displayed. The coast of Prydain was plagued by raids from Saec warriors who came in their longships to raid, pillage, and enslave the farmers who lived here.



And Vortigern’s solution to all of that was to give away the Saecs’ favorite raiding spots to King Hengest, divorce the mother of his sons, and betroth himself to Hengest’s daughter Rowena.



My jaw clenched as I thought of Rowena.



The beautiful Saec princess was little more than a prisoner in her fiancé’s house. Hengest treated her as a pawn to be sacrificed for his own ambition, and Vortigern saw her as a trophy he’d won through his own skill and cunning.



Neither man saw the compassion, humor, and bravery in Rowena’s heart.



I’d promised her I would come back for her and rescue her, but much like becoming king, that goal was still in the future. I hoped it wouldn’t be too long, but there was no telling what would happen to Prydain under Vortigern’s hand.



Vortigern probably thought he was being a skilled diplomat by making alliances with the enemy, but anyone with any common sense could tell that the gift of the Cantwara would only keep Hengest and his raiders satisfied for a short time. Vortigern was inviting the wolves right into his home and expecting them to be satisfied with the crumbs from his table.



He was an idiot.



The people of Prydain had long since given up any hope that their king would do right by them.



But then the great enchanter Myrthin spoke the prophecy of a king who would pull a sword from a stone and reveal himself to be the rightful and destined king of all Prydain. Everyone in the land knew about the prophecy, and hope had flared briefly in the kingdom, only to be squashed when Myrthin disappeared for seven years and Vortigern did his best to stamp out any mention of the prophecy.



Which was where I’d come in.



One minute I’d been on a job in Miami Beach, and the next minute I’d been in a Prydain forest. Then I’d pulled the sword from the stone, and my life had changed forever.



I was still trying to wrap my head around it all. I’d seen
 The Sword In The Stone
 when I was a kid, but the world of Prydain was very different from a singing-and-dancing Disney movie.



For one thing, the shores of the land were under constant attack from the Saec raiders. Which was why we were in Bedwyr’s home village today.



She’d already lost her parents to a Saec raid some years before, and she was doing her damndest to make sure the rest of her village didn’t suffer the same fate.



Before I’d arrived, most of her days were spent fighting off any raiders who’d targeted her village. And the rest of her time, she was busy helping the other villagers repair the damage done to the buildings from the Saecs’ axes and torches.



It had been a constant struggle.



But now we were here to help move the people from their village to the old Lasgoch fort, where I’d set up base. It was going to be a long journey there, but once we made it, the old fort that had once been home to a legion of Lasgoch soldiers would offer far better protection than the village’s stake fence had.



Bedwyr and I had helped another village get their stolen children back from Saec raiders, and we planned to visit them as well and ask if they wanted to join our party. The people in Bedwyr’s village had liked the plan because if the second village agreed to come with us, the fort would have more than enough people to help maintain the crops and livestock that I envisioned.



We just had to get there first.



I shifted the axe from one hand to the other, stretched out my fingers, rolled my shoulders, and went back to the chore. I hacked off the slender branches spreading out from the trunk, and then took off the thin top of the tree. Now I had a long pole, which would be perfect for the travois the villagers were building.



I dragged the tree around the wall to where the main gate of the village was. It was propped wide open, and there was a steady stream of people bustling in and out of the gateway as everyone worked to pack up their possessions and get ready for the long days on the road ahead of us.



Bedwyr was standing by the gate, and her hazel eyes lit up in a smile as I dropped my pole next to the other poles I’d already worked on. Her dark blonde hair was confined to its usual long braid down her back, but a few tendrils had escaped to hang around her face, and they were stained to a mid-brown by the sweat that slicked her forehead. She’d put aside the old Lasgoch breastplate she normally wore and swapped her armor for a thin, dark red tunic with wide short sleeves and a hem that fell almost to her knees. Normally, she would wear dark brown pants underneath, but the day was so hot she’d taken them off, and now her long, strong, slender calves were on full display before they vanished into her soft leather boots.



The sight was quite something.



Bedwyr was a beautiful woman and a warrior to be reckoned with, and even though I’d seen how gorgeous she was when she cleaned up, I still loved how she looked when she was sweaty and slightly disheveled.



She was so different from the impeccably groomed, surgically enhanced, cosmetically tightened and whitened women of Miami Beach. She was real in a way they could never be, and every time I saw her, I was struck again by just how damn lucky I was to be here, to know her, and to share my bed with her.



I smiled at her now, daringly leaned over, and planted a quick kiss on her cheek.



“I’m so sweaty,” she said with a little laugh.



“I don’t care.” I grinned at her. “I like it.”



“Why do you like that I’m sweaty?” She shook her head, but there was laughter in her hazel eyes. “You’re so strange, Elliot, I swear to the goddess, I’ve never met a man like you.”



“I’m going to take that as a compliment,” I said.



Bedwyr smiled and looked down at the piles of wood on the ground by our feet.



“This is excellent,” she encouraged me. “I think we have enough now.”



“You sure?” I swiped my forehead with the back of my wrist. “You don’t need any more wood?”



“No.” She shook her head. “This is perfect, Elliot. Why don’t you have a rest while I take care of this?”



“I’m okay,” I said with a smile. “It feels good to work my body like this, to be honest.”



“You didn’t make many traveling sleds in Florida?” Bedwyr said the unfamiliar name carefully.



I smiled. It was still strange to hear the name of my home state being said in Bedwyr’s soft voice and lilting Prydanan accent.



“No,” I said. “We never used anything like this.”



“Did you use the trains?” Another voice broke into our conversation, and I turned my head to see Gwallmai coming toward us. “Or the bi-ky-kles?”



“Bicycles,” I said with a grin. “No. Bicycles are too small to carry much on them. If we wanted to travel short distances, we would go in cars, and if we’re going farther away, we might use trains. Or–”



“Oh, the ones that go in the air!” Gwallmai’s green eyes lit up with excitement, and her rosy lips parted in a merry grin. “I know this one. Pins. Lanes. Pillumanes?”



“Planes,” I chuckled.



“Right, yes, that’s what I said.” Gwallmai grinned at me cheekily.



That was another strange thing about Prydain.



Bedwyr had been the first person I’d met here. She’d demanded to know where I came from, and because there didn’t seem to be any danger in it, I’d told her the truth. After all, I figured there couldn’t be any harm in telling her the name of a strange place that she couldn’t possibly have heard of.



But to my great surprise, Bedwyr hadn’t even questioned the fact that I came from a place that wasn’t on any of the maps she knew.



As it turned out, visitors to Prydain who originally came from other worlds weren’t unheard of. There were plenty of stories about people who traveled between worlds, except that in the Prydanan stories, the other world was known as Faery.



It made sense, in a way. If a Prydanan stepped through a magic door and ended up in Miami Beach, it would one hundred percent look like an otherworldly place full of magic. How else could someone who lived in a woven hut understand things like cars, credit cards, and the internet?



Bedwyr had totally taken it in stride and accepted that I came from another world, so I hadn’t bothered concealing the truth about my origins from anyone else, either.



Gwallmai had come knocking on the doors of my Lasgoch fort with the announcement that she was there to join my army and help me take the throne of Prydain from Vortigern. She’d heard a rumor that someone had finally taken the sword from the stone and consequently tracked us down to the fort. That was only a few days ago, so we were still getting to know each other.



I’d regaled her and Bedwyr with tales of life in Miami Beach, and Gwallmai had been particularly thrilled with all my talk of technology. Electric light bulbs had been fascinating for her, and she quizzed me about them so thoroughly and with such obvious excitement and interest that I regretted I didn’t know more about electricity to explain it better to her.



“Goddess’ tits, you’re sweaty,” Gwallmai told me.



“I’m aware,” I said with a wry grin. “That’s because I’ve been chopping down trees. The bigger question is, why aren’t you sweaty?”



Gwallmai had a natural flush to her cheeks, and her olive skin had a healthy glow to it, but she didn’t look any more rosy than usual. Her dark brown hair was done in two braids, which were then pinned to the crown of her head, and it made her look like an old-fashioned milkmaid. A few crisp, curling tendrils had come out of her braids, but unlike Bedwyr, Gwallmai seemed remarkably free from perspiration.



“I’ve been directing and organizing,” Gwallmai replied. “The brain power that takes is far more than anything you could do with your muscles, I’m sure of that.”



“Oh, are you?” I grinned.



Gwallmai nodded with her eyes gleaming mischievously.



“How about you give your brain a rest then?” Bedwyr suggested.



“I shall,” Gwallmai agreed.



“And help me put this traveling sled together?” Bedwyr finished.



Gwallmai pursed her lips, and the two women looked at each other in teasing competition. Gwallmai shook her finger at Bedwyr in joking reproof.



“Now that was very Melqartian of you,” she said. “I’m impressed.”



It was obviously a compliment because Bedwyr grinned in satisfaction.



“What does that mean?” I asked. “Mel-kar-shun?”



“Melqart is one of the Phenixite gods,” Gwallmai explained. “Phenixia is where my family is from.”



I nodded.



Gwallmai had told us a little bit about her past when she first came to the fort. She said her parents had been traders who lived in Phenixia, but they’d come to Prydain to make a better life for themselves and for Gwallmai, who was their only child.



Gwallmai’s descriptions of Phenixia had been of a hot, dry, sandy country that relied heavily on trade. Even though Phenixia was a few thousand miles away from Prydain, they’d established a trade route here because of a sea snail that was found in the warm seas around the Phenixite coast. The sea snail produced mucus that could be used to make a special kind of purple dye. It was highly prized by the Lasgoch rulers because the dye didn’t lose its vibrancy or fade with time or under exposure to sunlight like many other dyes did.



A cloak of Phenixite purple was a symbol of wealth and status among the Lasgoch governors, helped in no small way by the fact that it took hundreds of sea snails to produce even a tiny amount of dye. The distinctive shade was a symbol of wealth and status, and the Phenixite traders had done very well out of the expansion of the Lasgoch empire.



Nowadays, with the Lasgochs pulling back the edges of their reach and influence and calling all military units back home to guard the Lasgoch emperor in the imperial city, there was less demand for Phenixite purple than there had been. Gwallmai’s parents weren’t the only traders who’d left their home and struck out for new pastures.



Gwallmai’s olive skin, dark hair, and light eyes were very different from Bedwyr’s classic Prydanan coloring. I wondered if she ever faced difficulties here in the way people treated her. The people of Bedwyr’s village had seemed pleased to see all of us, and if they had been cooler toward Gwallmai, it hadn’t been pronounced enough for me to notice it.



The Lasgoch armies had been well-known for recruiting soldiers from every place they conquered, and the Lasgoch empire at its peak had stretched far and wide across all kinds of lands. So perhaps people in Prydain were used to seeing all kinds of complexions and cultures.



“Melqart is a god of the sunrise and the sunset,” Gwallmai explained further. “He changes his face and his form depending on what time of day it is, so when we see someone being a trickster, we say that is Melqartian of them.”



“Oh, I see.” I nodded. “Melqartian. I like that.”



“So come on, then,” Bedwyr said, and she kneeled down by the pile of logs. “Help me out here.”



“I am trapped in your Melqartian web of tricks,” Gwallmai said with a theatrical sigh. “Therefore, I must agree.”



She kneeled down next to Bedwyr, and the two of them started assembling the traveling sled.



First, they lashed two of the longest poles together at the top to create a triangle shape. Then they tied the smaller poles near the bottom of the triangle and wove even smaller bits of branches in between. I helped Gwallmai hold the poles together so Bedwyr could wrap damp leather strips at the right places. I knew the leather was used while it was damp so that it would tighten as it dried.



As the sled took shape, I could see how it would be used. The top part of the triangle could be rested against the back of a horse or cow, while the wider bottom part dragged on the ground. The woven section toward the bottom was a space where luggage and even some children could sit and be carried along.



“Good job,” I said when it was finished.



“Yes.” Bedwyr looked at the sled and gave a satisfied nod.



At that moment, a couple of villagers led two cows out of the gate. There had once been much more livestock here, but the Saecs had been only too happy to maim and kill whatever animals they could find, and now this was all that was left.



The first man led his cow forward, and Bedwyr and I helped lower the sled against the cow’s brown hindquarters.



The cow snorted and rolled her eyes, but the man put a soothing hand on her flank.



“There, lass,” he comforted her. “Don’t you worry now.”



The cow flicked her ears at the sound of his voice and submitted as her owner ran a leather strap around her chest and attached it to the two main poles of the sled.



“There’s a good lass,” he murmured, and the cow let out a blustery sigh as though she was resigning herself to her fate.



“That looks like it fits well,” Bedwyr said with a nod. “You can start loading her up, Beric. Gwallmai, Elliot, and I will make the other sled.”



Beric nodded and led his cow back into the village. The ends of the sled bumped over the ground behind her, but although her ears flicked a little uneasily at the sound, the cow seemed to accept the sled without any trouble.



Bedwyr bent down to select more wood for the next sled.



“Aren’t you going to help her?” The sneering question came from the sandy-haired boy holding the rope around the neck of the next cow.



There was a younger boy next to him, and he watched the sandy-haired boy with a look of intense concentration on his young face.



The older boy was around thirteen years old and very thin in a way that was more than a boy growing up and losing his baby fat. There was a hollowness to his cheeks and a sharpness to the bones of his wrists and arms that spoke of hunger. And a hot gleam in his brown eyes that spoke of deep, savage anger.



The younger boy was very thin as well. He looked like he was around seven years old, and there was a cut on one of his cheeks that was slowly starting to heal. His dark hair was cut unevenly short on one side of his scalp, and when he turned his head to the side to look up at the older boy, I could see a livid red line in the middle of the dark stubble there. His hair must have been cut short in order to tend to the wound.



I felt a stab of anger that such a small child had been exposed to violence like that, but then I controlled myself as I spoke to the older boy.



“Bedwyr knows more about how to make a sled than I do,” I replied in a calm voice. “She knows she can ask for my help when she needs it, so I’m happy to let her take the lead here.”



“So you don’t even know how to make a sled?” the boy sneered.



The younger boy schooled his features into an imitation of the other’s mocking expression.



“Cai,” Bedwyr said in a warning tone.



“All I’m saying is that it seems a foolish idea to follow a stranger who doesn’t look like us, doesn’t sound like us, and can’t even make a basic sled.” Cai’s pale, bony face went even paler, and the younger boy nodded fervently.



It wasn’t the first time I’d seen this kid. He’d been in the crowd when Bedwyr, Gwallmai, and I had first spoken to the villagers and suggested they come back with us to the fort. Since then, I’d seen him around the village, but every time he saw me, he either rolled his eyes and sneered or completely ignored me. He often seemed to have a little entourage of other children running by his side, so today was no different.



“You know no one’s forcing you to come with us, don’t you?” Gwallmai lifted a sarcastic eyebrow at the two boys. “You’re more than welcome to stay behind in these woods and risk your luck with the Saecs.”



“I might do that,” Cai fired back. “At least then I wouldn’t have to rely on some stranger who doesn’t know our ways.”



The younger boy nodded again.



“Cai,” I said. “What’s the deal? Do you not want to leave here, or do you just not want to leave here with me?”



Cai shrugged his bony, pointed shoulders. “You don’t understand.”



“So help me understand,” I said. “Come on.”



Cai sneered, dropped the cow’s halter rope, turned on his heel, and stomped away back into the village. The other boy bounded after him.



The cow blinked sleepy dark eyes at us, bent her head, and started to pull at the grass.



“What a little imp!” Gwallmai exploded. “Doesn’t he understand we’re trying to help him?”



“He’s angry,” Bedwyr said in a soft voice. “He lost both his parents to the Saecs a few months ago.”



“So?” Gwallmai was unmoved by this news. “Didn’t you lose your family to the raiders as well? It didn’t turn you into a sulky turd.”



“Well, no,” Bedwyr conceded. “But I was older than Cai when that happened.”



Gwallmai snorted and then looked at me. “You should crush him.”



“No!” Bedwyr said in outrage.



“Crush him how?” I asked in an amused tone.



“I don’t know.” She shrugged. “Challenge him to a fight or something. He needs to know he’s just a flea on the ballbag of a prized bull.”



“Am I the prized bull?” I grinned.



“Yes.” Gwallmai grinned as well. “Yes, you are.”



“Elliot,” Bedwyr appealed to me. “I don’t think that’s the right way to go about it.”



“He’s young,” Gwallmai insisted. “He won’t understand anything else. You need to draw a hard line with him.”



“Or show him compassion,” Bedwyr said. “He’s only that angry because he’s in so much pain.”



I rubbed the back of my neck with a sigh.



As if I didn’t have enough to deal with.



Still, I guessed if I was going to become king, I’d have to get used to settling disputes and dealing with people who hated my guts. There was no better time to start than now.



“Maybe I should let everyone know what’s really going on here,” I said. “Tell them who I am. Show them the sword.”



“Yes!” Gwallmai said instantly.



“You just want something dramatic to happen, don’t you?” I asked her in amusement.



“Maybe.” Her teeth flashed very white in her olive face. “But also because I think it’s a good idea. I don’t understand how they don’t already know you’re the prophesied king.”



“I was only here for one night,” I said. “We kept the sword hidden. Plus, everyone was still recovering from a raid. They were a bit too preoccupied with that to notice anything else.”



“That makes sense.” Gwallmai nodded. “What about the next village we’re going to visit? Do they know who you are?”



“Yes,” I said, and grinned ruefully at the memory her words conjured up.



We’d rescued the villagers’ stolen children from Saec raiders, and that had definitely helped us secure their goodwill. But then they’d spotted the sword in my belt and recognized it. The entire village had bowed down to me and pledged their loyalty.



It was nice, but it was also pretty fucking weird.



That was my first taste of what being a king must be like, and the heady, suffocating rush of power that came with it was incredible.



I shook my head. I didn’t want to become a tyrant king. I was going to have to find a way to implement some kind of representation system when I took the throne so I didn’t end up becoming corrupted by power like so many other leaders throughout history had been.



Easier said than done, of course.



“You might be right, Elliot,” Bedwyr said slowly.



I’d been so lost in my thoughts for a moment that it took me a second to remember what she was talking about.



“Revealing your true identity would certainly give Cai a reason why he should follow you and listen to you,” Bedwyr continued, and I nodded in agreement.



“Alright, then,” I said. “I guess that’s settled. Let’s get this sled built and the cow harnessed up, and then I’ll call the villagers together.”



We finished putting the sled together, and we managed to successfully harness up the second cow. Bedwyr took hold of the halter rope, and the cow placidly followed us as we went back into the village.



Bedwyr led the cow to where Beric was standing with his cow. His sled was already piled high with blankets, bundles, and assorted bits of luggage, and as soon as the second sled arrived, people started filling it with the rest of the baggage.



I left Bedwyr and Gwallmai to deal with that and walked through the village to reach Bedwyr’s old hut.



It was dark inside, and the only light came from the open door as I made my way to the jumble of skins and blankets that made up the bed. This was where Bedwyr, Gwallmai, and I had dumped our luggage. And it was here, hidden in the middle of everything, that I’d stashed the sword.



I hadn’t liked the idea of leaving it, but it was all hands on deck as we prepared the village for its road trip, and I couldn’t easily cut down trees with a heavy ornamental sword hanging from my waist.



Any sword would have gotten in the way, and this sword even more so.



I found my sword belt and the plain leather scabbard I used to keep the sword hidden. The handle was wrapped with a plain piece of leather. It helped me keep my grip on the heavy weapon, but it also helped disguise it from curious eyes. The sword in the stone had been a curiosity for many years, and I doubted there were many people in Prydain who didn’t know what it looked like.



I buckled the belt around my waist and felt the familiar weight of it settle around my hips. The scabbard rested against my leg, and I clasped my fingers around the hilt to savor it for a moment before I hurried out of the hut and back to where the women were waiting for me.



Bedwyr gave me an encouraging nod as I approached the sleds.



I smiled at her, then cleared my throat, took a deep breath, and clapped my hands together.



“Hey!” I called. “Everyone! Can everyone come here for a sec?”



I had to shout it out a few times before everyone heard me, but after a little while, I was standing in front of the entire village. My eyes roamed over the people gathered in front of me. It might have been the entire village, but it was still a small crowd of people. Bedwyr had told me that at one point the village had held almost two hundred people. Now there were only about fifty villagers in front of me.



Most of them were still recovering from the injuries they’d taken in the latest Saec raid. Some of them had scarred faces, many were missing limbs, and all of them had the same haunted look in their eyes.



I took a deep breath and rehearsed what I was going to say.



These people had lived without hope for too long, but I was going to change all of that.



Bedwyr took a step forward so she was even more obviously by my side, and I threw her a grateful glance. She gave me an encouraging smile, then turned to face the crowd. These were her people, and she knew exactly the right words to say to them.



“For years,” she said in a slow, measured voice that carried over the crowd so everyone could hear her, “we have waited for a sign that the dark times were coming to an end. When Myrthin spoke his prophecy of the once and future king, of the one who would pull the sword from the stone and save us from the rule of Vortigern the tyrant, we all rejoiced. But then Myrthin vanished, and our hopes vanished with him. Until now.”



She paused for dramatic effect.



“Rejoice!” Gwallmai flung up her hands. “Sing praises to the gods! Behold, your king stands before you!”



There was a moment of silence.



The villagers stared at Gwallmai with faintly puzzled expressions on their faces.



“Not me!” Gwallmai added hastily, and she flung her arms out to the side to indicate me. “Behold! Elliot!”



I wrapped my fingers around the hilt of the sword, and in one smooth motion, I pulled it free from the scabbard and held it up in the air.



The sun hit the blade and dazzled me. For a moment, all was white light, and I closed my eyes against the brightness of the sun hitting metal. Then I adjusted my grip a little, and the light was no longer overwhelming.



Even so, the sword was an impressive sight.



It was much longer than the short sword Bedwyr had hanging from her belt. That was a Lasgoch blade, and they were designed primarily to be used in short, stabbing thrusts. This sword was long and so heavy, it was hard to hold up with only one hand. The handle was too short for two hands, so I figured it was probably meant to be a ceremonial weapon rather than one used in battle.



Despite that, or maybe because of that, it was a gorgeous weapon.



I lowered the sword point toward the ground and unwrapped the leather that covered the handle to reveal the swirling pattern of soft lines and curves etched into the handle and the carved dragon on the pommel.



I glanced down at the image of the mystical beast. It had been a few days since I’d seen it uncovered, and the dragon seemed to glare up at me in outrage that it had ever been hidden in the first place. It was a stocky, muscular beast with spread, bat-like wings and a curling tail, and its eye was carved so skillfully, I could see the attitude and pride in its expression.



I couldn’t resist giving it a little grin.



A rustling noise made me look up. I’d almost forgotten where I was and what I was doing in the moment of the sword being revealed. But now I looked up to see the entire village had fallen to their knees.



Some of them were openly weeping, and others were staring at me with such joy on their faces that it immediately humbled me.



I knew what the prophecy of the true king meant to them, but it was something else to see the awe, hope, and relief written so clearly on the faces of these people.



Of my people.



These were my subjects, this was my village.



My heart was so full of emotion that it suddenly made my throat grow tight. A smile broke out and spread across my face, and I lifted the sword again into the dazzling sunlight.



I didn’t know what to say. I didn’t have the gift of gab like Gwallmai did, or the intimate knowledge of these people like Bedwyr did. But even so, my heart was full to bursting with emotion.



“It’s going to be okay,” I said.



Perhaps not the most dramatic or stirring of statements, but it was what I felt and what I could say with the ring of truth in my voice.



“It’s going to be okay,” I repeated in a louder voice. “I know you guys have gone through some terrible times. You’ve endured hardship and violence and neglect, and for years it’s felt like no one was listening, no one cared, and no one was coming to help you. But I’m here to tell you that I’m here, I’m listening, and I care. I can’t promise you’ll never suffer again, but I can promise you I will try my damndest to protect you. The hard times aren’t over just yet. I still need to get my ass on the throne and kick Vortigern out into the cold. But this is the beginning of the end. And I’m going to be with you every step of the way.”



A man at the front of the crowd of kneeling villagers stumbled to his feet.



“My king!” he choked out.



He pressed his hand over his heart and then twisted it so the palm faced upright.



The other villagers followed his example. Every one of them stood up, pressed their hands over their hearts, and then twisted their palms to face upward.



“My king!” The combined shout from fifty throats rang out so loudly that the birds in the nearby treetops burst into the sky in alarm. “My king! My king! My king!”



I grinned around at them all.



Gwallmai grabbed my arm, and I turned to look at her. Her cheeks were flushed with excitement, her full lips were slightly parted, and she was grinning as well.



“That was well done,” she murmured under her breath, and her green eyes fixed on mine with an intensity that suddenly made a shiver run down my spine. A quiver ran through my lower stomach, and I had to look away from her.



Bedwyr was standing next to me, but the smile on her face had suddenly frozen.



I looked to where she was staring, and I saw Cai standing in the shadow of one of the nearby huts. He hadn’t been a part of the crowd, and now he stood with his arms folded firmly across his chest and his face set into a scowl.



As the cheers died down, the boy strode forward. He came to stand in front of me, and his hot, dark eyes met mine with an unmistakable challenge.



“I don’t believe it!” he shouted. “This stranger isn’t the prophesied king. He’s a liar. And a fake.”
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Bedwyr sighed, and then Gwallmai took an outraged step forward.



“Now listen here, you little shit,” she began, but I threw out my arm to stop her.



“Cai,” I began, but he cut me off.



“I’m not the only one who thinks so!” Cai shouted. “Some of us aren’t so desperate that we’ll take the word of the first schemer who comes along!”



“The sword, Cai,” Bedwyr said in a quiet voice. “You recognize it, don’t you?”



“So?” The kid scowled. “For all we know, someone else pulled out the sword and this man came along, killed them, and stole it for himself.”



A few of the villagers looked at each other with worried glances.



I noticed a scuffle of movement around the side of the hut where Cai had been standing. There were more children there, and as Cai lifted his chin and glared at me, they crept out of the shadows and came to the older boy’s side. I saw the same small boy there who had been at Cai’s side earlier.



All the children had the same thin, ragged look to them, and more than one of them showed signs of injury. There was a little girl of about ten years old who walked with a limp because her right foot was swathed in a thick, stained mass of bandages. Another girl had a face covered in bruises, and a split lip, and I saw a boy nursing a bandaged hand.



All of them came to stand by Cai’s side, and they shot furtive glances at me and the women with me.



“I’m guessing all of you share Cai’s views?” I asked them in a calm voice.



“Stranger!” the girl with the bruised face spat out.



I nodded slowly. “Where are your parents? Your families?”



Even as I asked the question, I had a feeling I knew the answer.



“Gone,” Cai said in a hard voice. “None of us have families anymore. We’ve suffered more than you could ever imagine, stranger.”



He pinched his lips together and stared at me without wavering.



I knew he wanted to appear tough and defiant, but in that moment, all I could see was a kid who’d undergone something horrible and who’d had to grow up way too fast.



“We’ve all suffered, Cai.” One of the villagers stepped forward and put his hand on the boy’s shoulder.



Cai angrily shrugged him away and turned on him with a snarl. “Then why are you so eager to run headlong into another trap, Guern?”



“It’s not a trap,” I said calmly. “And no one is being forced into this, Cai. It’s an option for everyone.”



“Then why don’t you listen?” The boy’s voice rose and cracked in his adolescent frustration. He swung around to shout at the other villagers. “Doesn’t anyone else think this is too good to be true?”



“Cai,” Bedwyr said. “I saw Elliot pull the sword from the stone myself. If you doubt his claim, then do you doubt I know the evidence of my own eyes?”



“You could have been mistaken,” Cai said stubbornly. “Or enchanted. Or maybe you’re so infatuated with this stranger you’re willing to lie for him.”



Bedwyr’s cheeks flamed red. She stared at the kid in silent anger but made a quick gesture to Gwallmai to stop her from charging forward.



I tried to keep my voice level, but my tone grated low with fury. “What the hell are you talking about?”



“You can’t hide it,” Cai sneered at me. “The two of you are all over each other. Like dogs in heat.”



I took a deep breath as I tried to remind myself that he was just a kid and he had no real idea of what he was implying.



“Cai,” I said in a controlled voice. “Do you realize that by saying that, you’re accusing Bedwyr of betraying all of you? The person who has dedicated herself to protecting the village? Who has saved all your lives more than once?”



That at least made Cai look a little uncomfortable. Some of the children at his side looked worriedly at each other and whispered among themselves.



I glanced around at the adults to see what their reactions were.



They were muttering to each other, and some of them shrugged and looked away.



“Do you really think Bedwyr would throw all of that away?” I pushed. “She’s devoted herself to keeping all of you safe. Do you think she would forget her responsibilities to you, her love for you, just like that, to back someone she didn’t think had your best interests at heart? She belongs to this village, you’re her people. Keeping you guys safe matters more to her than anything.”



I glanced over at Bedwyr as I spoke. The warrior’s lips were pressed firmly together to hide her emotions, but when she looked over at me and met my gaze, the loyalty in her hazel eyes burned as bright as a torch.



She inclined her head to me in a nod that was almost a bow, and then she turned to face her people.



“You know me,” she said. “I have lived here my whole life. I trust you know me well enough to know I would not sacrifice your lives or your safety for a mere dalliance. I saw Elliot pull the sword from the stone. I have witnessed his courage, his skill, his kindness, and his sense of justice. He is the prophesied king.”



“So you say,” Cai snapped. “What good is the word of a liar?”



“Cai,” rumbled one of the men standing nearby. “Watch your tongue, lad. Bedwyr has done more for this village than you ever have.”



“So does that mean I don’t get a say?” Cai scowled. “Do we all blindly follow Bedwyr’s word just because she knows how to use a sword? We don’t know who this man is.”



Some of the villagers glanced at each other. Some shrugged. Others gave reluctant nods, as though they were acknowledging Cai’s words had a grain of truth to them.



I had to say something quickly, otherwise I risked losing them. The triumphant moment of showing them the sword had been powerful, but it wasn’t enough to rewrite everything these people had been through. In a way, the villagers were right to be doubtful of me. I would rather people follow me and believe in me from a fully informed conviction rather than dumb loyalty.



“I told you,” Gwallmai hissed beside me. “You should crush him.”



“He’s just a boy!” Bedwyr protested. “A traumatized child!”



“A traumatized child who needs a good slap upside the head to set him straight,” Gwallmai said brutally.



I stepped forward.



“Who here doubts my claim to the throne of Prydain?” I asked.



Cai’s hand immediately shot up. It was followed by all of the children who were his followers. Slowly, reluctantly, a few other villagers raised their hands as well.



Gwallmai let out an angry snort behind me, but I gestured to her to be calm.



“Anyone who doubts me,” I said, “is welcome to witness this. I will go back to the stone and draw the sword again, to prove to you that I am who I say I am.”



A ripple of excited whispers went through the crowd, and there was an eager nodding of heads.



“Bedwyr,” I said. “Would you like to lead the way?”



“Yes, Elliot, I believe I would,” Bedwyr replied with a smile.



Cai sneered, but he followed Bedwyr as she led the way out of the village. About ten other villagers came with us. Some of them had raised their hands to indicate they doubted my claim, but I suspected that the majority of them wanted to enjoy the spectacle.



Well, I didn’t mind that at all.



The more people who witnessed this renewed claim, the better.



If there was one thing living and working alongside the B-list celebrities and influencers of Miami Beach had taught me, it was the importance of reputation and just how damn fragile it could be. People cared more about a good story than about the truth, and I’d seen firsthand how some people could be toppled or could triumph based on the story they spun.



If the villagers saw me pull the sword from the stone, then I had no doubt the story would become embroidered and embellished far beyond the truth. A good story could persist far longer than the facts themselves, so long as it captured people’s imaginations effectively.



I hadn’t been back to the stone by the river’s edge since I’d pulled the sword free. I wasn’t entirely sure that I would have been able to find my way back there by myself, but Bedwyr knew the way very well. So did most of the villagers, too, I bet, but by letting Bedwyr take the lead, I hoped it would show the villagers how much I trusted her and how much a part of this she was. It wasn’t just my story, it was Bedwyr’s as well, and I wanted to display that to her friends and neighbors.



Bedwyr led the way through the trees to where the ground started to slope gradually down. The trees were taller and thicker near the village, and as we approached the river, the light began to change as the leafy canopy overhead grew sparser. The sunlight filtered through the leaves in rippling scraps of golden-green, and the air took on a heavier, humid quality. I could smell the river and hear the rush of its water.



The ground grew soft and damp as well, and Bedwyr slowed the pace a little bit so no one would slip. Then, through the trees, I caught sight of the water.



We stepped out between the tree trunks and onto the soft, muddy edge of the riverbank. The ground broke away a little to form a short cliff. Once we stepped down from the muddy ground at the edge of the treeline, we were on the rocky stretch of riverbank that separated the water from the trees.



The last time I’d been along here was my first day in Prydain. I’d been kind of dazed by everything that was going on, and when I came to this point, I’d been distracted by Bedwyr being attacked by, and then summarily slaughtering, a pack of Saec raiders. I’d rushed across the stepping stones to try and help, and had snatched up the sword on my way. I hadn’t thought anything of it, but that little action had changed my life forever.



With everything else that had followed, I’d kind of forgotten what an impressive place this was.



The ground was rocky and covered with gray, white, black, and speckled stones. The ones closer to the trees were sharper and had rougher edges, but the ones by the water were smoother and smaller from constantly being pounded and eroded by the attention of the river’s current.



It wasn’t just the smaller stones that drew the eye. All along the riverbank were huge stone formations and towers. The biggest was as large as an army tank, and it jutted out over the water like Pride Rock. Some of the smaller stones near the water’s edge were placed upright, with one huge slab resting on two other stones, so it looked like a doorway. Other stones had been arranged in a ring, so they looked like tiny versions of Stonehenge.



The whole place had an eerie energy to it.



Even when I’d first walked along here with no idea that magic was a very real thing in this world, I’d felt a weird vibe in this place. I wasn’t really spiritual, and I wasn’t the kind of guy who regularly talked about a place’s “vibe,” but it was too strong to be denied. There was something weird about these stones.



Potent.



Magical.



The current was a little slower at that section of the river, and the rushing of the water wasn’t so loud that Bedwyr had to shout to make herself heard.



“Here!” she called.



She led the way over to a large lump of stone near the water’s edge.



I wasn’t sure I would have recognized it from all the other stones that studded the riverbank like a giant’s teeth. But when I stepped a little closer to it, I saw the narrow slit in the top of the stone where the sword had been.



The villagers gathered around, and I felt dozens of expectant, eager eyes on me.



Cai folded his arms and scowled, which was immediately copied by his followers.



I glanced at Gwallmai to make sure she wasn’t going to do anything extreme, but to my surprise, she was staring at the stone with as much anticipation on her face as the villagers. I was glad to have the opportunity to show her that her faith in me wasn’t misplaced.



“Now.” Bedwyr looked around at everyone. “Do we all agree that this is the stone that held the sword?”



The villagers murmured agreement, and Cai gave a grudging nod.



“Elliot?” Bedwyr gestured for me to step up to the stone.



I did so. I drew the sword from the scabbard and slid it down into the stone. The metal blade scraped against its strange sheath, and the stone swallowed up the sword almost to its handle.



I stepped away from the stone.



“Who wants to try their hand?” I asked.



I’d expected Cai to step forward immediately and offer his services, but to my surprise, the kid just scowled at me.



I sighed and reminded myself to be patient with him.



He’d gone through something the likes of which I could only imagine. He was trying to prove himself, not only in the eyes of his friends and followers, but also to himself. If he could make himself the big man, then maybe it meant he wouldn’t get hurt again.



I wished I could make him understand there wasn’t any shame in letting someone else take the reins. Especially for a traumatized kid who really needed a responsible adult to look out for him.



“Anyone?” I looked around at the villagers.



“I’ll do it.” A guy stepped forward with a big grin on his face.



“Go on, Liathan,” someone chuckled.



“Goddess save us all if Liathan proves to be the destined king,” someone else muttered, and a ripple of laughter spread through the crowd.



Liathan swaggered up to the stone and made a great show of rolling his shoulders and stretching out his fingers. He grinned at me, and I grinned back. I didn’t think he was actually trying his luck seriously; he acted like this was a joke rather than a test.



Which was fine by me. In fact, it was nice to see the villagers come together in a common joke. Understandably, smiles and laughter had been in short supply of late.



Liathan blew out his breath in a dramatic sigh. Then he seized the handle of the sword with both hands and heaved with all his might. His feet skidded in the loose pebbles around the base of the stone as he fought to find purchase. His face began to turn purple, and a vein stood out in his forehead.



“Go on, Liathan!” someone cheered.



Liathan was the village blacksmith, and the muscles bulging in his arms and shoulders showed he was using every inch of his considerable strength to wrestle with the sword. The tendons bulged out like wires in his strong neck, and he let out a series of wheezing grunts and groans as he struggled to pull the sword free.



“Are you pulling out a sword or having a shit?” someone yelled, and the whole crowd dissolved into laughter.



Liathan burst out laughing as well, and he let go of the sword handle and slid down to the ground. He laid on his back on the stones with his chest heaving and his face bright red for a moment before he turned to look up at me and wheezed out a chuckle.



“It’s all yours, my king,” he gasped, and he waved a limp hand toward the stone.



I chuckled, stepped up to the stone, gripped the sword, and pulled it out of the stone. It came out as lightly and easily as slipping into water. I lifted the sword into the air and showed it to the villagers.



A cheer broke out, and everyone made the gesture with their hands twisted over their hearts.



Everyone except Cai.



His followers hadn’t been able to hold back gasps of awe as I pulled the sword free, and they stared at me in amazement. Cai, however, still stared at me like he was trying to burn a hole in me with the intensity of his glare.



I offered him the sword. “You want to try your luck?”



“Go on, lad.” Liathan picked himself up from the ground and wiped his sweaty face with the back of his hand. “You doubted him. Don’t you want to know? Hey, maybe Myrthin miscounted and we’re actually due two prophesied kings.”



Cai scowled at the big man’s teasing.



“I don’t think I’m the king,” he snapped. “I just wanted to make sure this stranger is who he claimed to be.”



“Well, now we’re all sure,” I said. “Aren’t we?”



Cai’s followers looked to their leader in silence to see what he would say. Some of the older children looked torn and a little anxious, as though they were convinced and desperately hoping their leader agreed with them.



After a long moment of silence, Cai gave a grudging nod.



“Great.” I nodded back at him. “Let’s go back and help the others finish packing up.”



Bedwyr took the lead again and showed everyone the way back to the village. Like I’d thought, Cai hung back to walk at the end of the crowd, and I lagged behind a little bit until I was walking by his side.



The boy looked around at me quickly when he realized I was there. Anger, shock, disappointment, and hope all flitted over his face in the few unguarded seconds before he managed to pull his features back into their usual scowl.



“Cai,” I said in a low voice. “I appreciate that you’ve gone through a lot. I know this is a really hard time for you. But you can’t pull a stunt like this again, do you understand?”



“Are you worried in case people don’t worship the ground you walk on?” Cai sneered.



“I’m worried,” I said in the same low, level tone, “because this divisiveness of yours has wasted time that we don’t have to spare. We need to get to the next village before nightfall. A journey like this, with so many people, and so many injured, isn’t going to be over quickly, and on the road, we’re a vulnerable target for any Saecs roaming around. We should have already set off by now, but we were delayed because you needed proof.”



Cai opened his mouth to say something, but the kid recognized the truth of my words, even if he didn’t like them. He closed his mouth, and his face turned dark red.



“I need everyone to be alert and on their guard while we’re traveling,” I said. “Not distracted by arguments and doubts. That’s how accidents happen.”



“You don’t need to tell me that,” the boy flared up angrily. “These are my people, not yours. I actually know them, and I care about what happens to them.”



“So do I,” I said quietly. “These are my people now, too. And even if you don’t believe that, you can believe I see how important this village is to Bedwyr. She wants to keep you all safe. She’s devoted to you all. I hope you can believe that.”



Cai gave a grudging nod.



“I care a lot about Bedwyr,” I said. “You were right about that.”



A sneer started to form on the boy’s face, but it dropped when I carried on speaking.



“If you attack Bedwyr in any way,” I said. “If you try to turn the rest of the village against her. If you try to smear her honor, or make out like she’s anything less than a goddamn hero for what she’s done for you all, I won’t hold back. Even a child’s words can destroy someone.”



“I’m not a child,” he growled.



“Fine,” I replied in a calm voice. “Then I’ll treat you the same way I would treat any man who tried to attack my lady.”



Cai’s eyes widened. He stared at me for a long moment as though he was trying to work out if my threat was genuine or not. From the way he swallowed, I guessed he’d come to the conclusion that it was.



“If you have doubts or questions,” I said, “you’re more than welcome to come to me to sort them out. I’m not a tyrant, I’ll listen to you. But any displays of defiance that waste time or cause trouble aren’t going to be tolerated. If you try this again, I won’t be lenient. Are we clear?”



“Yes,” he muttered.



It wasn’t the most gracious reply, but it was better than nothing.



“Good.” I nodded and lengthened my stride to catch up with Bedwyr and Gwallmai at the front of the crowd.



“What did you say to Cai?” Bedwyr asked me in a low voice.



“I didn’t crush him,” I said to Gwallmai sternly before she could open her mouth. “But I did tell him that I wouldn’t tolerate another display like this.”



“That’s good.” Bedwyr heaved a sigh. “How did he take it?”



“Not well,” I said. “But I think he saw the sense of what I was saying.”



“As he should!” Gwallmai nodded her head fervently.



“You’re so eager for corporal punishment,” I said with a chuckle. “What, did you have a despot for a dad? I thought you said he was a mild-mannered trader.”



“He is.” Gwallmai grinned. “My mother, on the other hand…”



“Is she a warrior?” Bedwyr asked.



“She was, before she got married,” Gwallmai said. “Father lived in Tyron, which is one of the biggest trading cities on the coast. His family have always been merchants. But Mother came from the desert lands toward the mountains, way beyond the city. She’d never seen the ocean before she married. She and her family were nomads and warriors.”



“Wow,” I said. “And now she lives here in Prydain.”



“Yes.” Gwallmai smiled. “She and Father live in Corielorum, to the north of the Cantwara.”



“You know,” I said, “if they want to, they could come and join us in the fort.”



Gwallmai laughed and shook her head. “Thank you, that’s kind of you to offer. But there’s no way they would leave their house to come and help build up an old fort. I know exactly what they would say. ‘It doesn’t even have a working bathhouse!’”



“Hey, we’re working on it,” I chuckled. “You see, soon it’ll be as luxurious as you like.”



We came out of the woods and back to the entrance of the village. Everyone we’d left there was gathered out front. The cows’ traveling sleds were loaded high with luggage.



The people who’d come with me down to the river hurriedly ran back into the village to get their packs and bundles out of their huts. Bedwyr started forward to do the same, but a woman stopped her.



“All your things have been packed up,” she said. “They’re on the sled.”



“Oh,” Bedwyr said in surprise and then smiled at her. “Thank you, Gyrtha, that’s very kind of you.”



The woman smiled back and shook her head in a kind of wondering way.



“After all you’ve done for us, Bedwyr,” she said. “You’ve saved my life twice. You’ve kept the village safe all these years. Packing up your things was the least we could do for you in return.”



Bedwyr’s hazel eyes looked a little misty, and she swallowed hard before she turned back to me.



“They’re such good people,” she whispered. “I’m so glad we can finally get them somewhere safe.”



I smiled at her. “They’re lucky to have you. And when they’re in the fort, you won’t have to worry anymore about keeping them safe all by yourself. It’ll be a shared responsibility.”



Bedwyr’s hand found mine. She squeezed my fingers gently, and for a moment, I just let myself enjoy the soft pressure of her strong, callused palm against mine.



“Bedwyr?” Beric asked. He was standing by his cow’s side with his hand resting on her halter rope.



Bedwyr glanced at me for confirmation.



I nodded. “Let’s go.”



The procession of fifty villagers, two cows, two lady knights, and one destined king moved off, and we left the battle-scarred village behind us.
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There wasn’t a specific path through the woods that would lead us to the second village, but Bedwyr had traveled this way more than once. Many of the other villagers were also familiar with the immediate terrain surrounding their home, and in the past some of them had traveled to Durovernum to trade their wares and buy things they weren’t able to make for themselves.



Even so, they were happy to let Bedwyr take the lead, and she guided us through the woodland with pinpoint accuracy.



It was late morning when we set off. The sun was already warm, and it only grew hotter as we carried on walking. The trees overhead gave us some shade and protected us from the intensity of the rays, but they also brought clouds of gnats and other small stinging insects out in the thousands.



I made a concentrated effort to breathe through my nose after the first time I accidentally inhaled what felt like half a swarm of gnats. The cows’ tails made thwacking noises against their sides as they tried to beat the insects away, and some of the villagers tied cloth around their noses and mouths to protect them against the worst of the clouds of insects.



“Well, this is lovely,” Gwallmai said to me in a conversational tone as she strode by my side. “I absolutely adore breathing in gnats.”



“I hear it’s all the rage in the big cities,” I said with a grin, and then spat out a bug that had managed to crawl its way into my mouth as I spoke. “Fucking hell.”



“It’s just this bit that’s bad,” Bedwyr said in an apologetic tone. “The flies die down when we get further away from the river.”



“It’s okay,” I said with a shrug and spat out another bug. “It’s not your fault.”



“Unless it is.” Gwallmai narrowed her eyes playfully at Bedwyr. “Did you personally gather up thousands of flies last night and release them here?”



“Yes,” Bedwyr said in a grave tone. “I did. I’m very sorry for it.”



The three of us chuckled.



Ordinarily, we would have gone at a much faster pace. Before, when Bedwyr and I had traveled this way, we’d gone at a steady lope that had eaten up the miles. But now we were traveling with a crowd of traumatized, underfed, and mostly injured villagers, so we were forced to go much slower than I would have liked to make sure we didn’t leave them behind.



I could feel myself getting impatient with the snail’s pace, and I wasn’t the only one.



Gwallmai kept moving ahead, and then she had to consciously shorten her stride to not go too far away from the group. After the fifth time it happened, she let out a sigh, and Bedwyr gave her a sympathetic look.



“I know,” the warrior said. “It’s hard not to rush ahead.”



“It’s not even that I’m particularly anxious about getting attacked in the woods,” Gwallmai said with a shrug. “I know we can handle anything that comes our way. I’m just so thrice-damned impatient.”



“I can tell,” I grinned. “But your confidence in our safety is nice to hear.”



“Well…” She flashed me a white-toothed grin. “Don’t you think we can take anything that comes our way?”



“Bedwyr can, I know that for a fact,” I replied. “I haven’t seen you fight yet.”



“Ah, yes, of course.” She rolled her green eyes and gestured to the breastplate she wore. “I only wear this to be beautiful, you know, I’ve never fought a man before in my life.”



The sarcasm dripping from her words was softened by the cheeky gleam in her eyes, and I smirked.



“Okay, okay,” I said. “All I’m saying is…”



“Yes?” she challenged.



“Well, I mean, what is that even made of?” I nodded to her breastplate. “It doesn’t even look like metal.”



I was teasing her a bit, but I was also curious about Gwallmai’s past. Bedwyr had become a warrior out of necessity. She’d had to fight to protect her people and herself from the Saec raiders. Her hammered bronze breastplate was an old Lasgoch piece of armor that Liathan, the village blacksmith, had modified to fit her better. It was in two pieces, a front plate and a back plate, and they were joined together at the shoulders and sides with leather straps that buckled to fasten it. Bedwyr’s sword was another piece of Lasgoch history that had been left behind. Its blade was short, but powerful, and the handle was made of wood and bound with iron bands.



Gwallmai’s armor and weapons were as different from Bedwyr’s as her appearance. Her breastplate was more like one solid tube that fastened at one side by one leather strap and brass buckle. There were two thick sections that folded down over her shoulders and tied to two thick brass rings set in the breastplate over her chest. The armor itself was an unexpected pale beige color, but each section was edged in dark-brown leather trim. The bottom of the breastplate was fringed with more dark-brown leather that hung down to her mid-thighs like a kind of miniskirt.



“That’s because it’s not metal.” Gwallmai grinned as though she’d been asked this question many times before and still enjoyed the effect the answer had. “It’s linen.”



“Linen?” I echoed in disbelief. “What?”



“Really?” Bedwyr’s hazel eyes opened wide in surprise. “Can I touch it?”



“Yes, of course.” Gwallmai paused in her stride and stood still so Bedwyr could thump her finger against the strange piece of armor. “It’s solid, isn’t it?”



“That’s so strange,” Bedwyr marveled, and she pressed her fingers against Gwallmai’s breastplate again. “Elliot, come touch it.”



I glanced behind us, but the villagers still hadn’t caught up to us yet.



I reached out my hand and felt the edge of one of the shoulder pieces. It was surprisingly firm and solid, but there was a flexibility to it that made me think it still allowed for a decent range of movement.



“That’s incredible,” I said. “I’m guessing it’s treated with something to make it hard like that, right?”



“It’s many layers of linen glued and stitched together,” Gwallmai explained. “It keeps it light enough to wear all day, and you can wear it while on horseback, too, but it’s still sturdy enough to keep a warrior safe. It’s also easier to fit to someone’s body because you’re working with linen, rather than with metal.”



I glanced down at Gwallmai’s torso before I realized what I was doing. The breastplate did indeed fit her figure very well. It hugged her waist and fit snug over her chest so there was the slightest hint of cleavage at the top of the plate in between the shoulder pieces. The leather straps that formed the skirt flared out over her hips in a way that was surprisingly flattering. Even in the breastplate, the subtle curves of Gwallmai’s body were there to see.



Bedwyr was built like a dancer. Strong, whippy, lithe, and lean, with narrow hips and delicate breasts.



Gwallmai was softer. Fuller. There was strength there, too, and the muscles in her shoulder caps showed underneath the hem of the sleeveless white tunic she wore underneath the armor. But the linen was so contoured to her body that her curves, as well as her muscles, were perfectly shown off.



I suddenly realized that I’d been openly staring at Gwallmai’s body. And I realized as well that my fingers were still holding the edge of one of the shoulderpieces of her breastplate, and the backs of my knuckles were dangerously close to the smooth, olive skin of Gwallmai’s upper arm.



I snatched my hand back as though I’d been burned.



Gwallmai gave me a knowing grin that only deepened as my cheeks heated.



Bedwyr had watched my reactions with a grin on her face as well. I shot her an awkward glance, and she shook her head and came to my rescue.



“What about your sword?” she asked the brunette. “Can I see that?”



“Yes, of course.” Gwallmai pulled her weapon free from the brassbound leather scabbard hanging from her belt.



She held it out to Bedwyr, who took it and gave a couple of experimental swipes with it.



“Lovely,” she commented in approval.



It was a beautiful weapon. The blade was shaped like a long, slender leaf, and the handle was made of wood that had been worn smooth and dark with constant use. The pommel and guard were both made of steel, and there was a small, delicate flower carved into the very top of the pommel.



Bedwyr held it out for me to try.



I took the blade in my hand and raised my eyebrows in appreciation. It was deceptively heavy, considering how graceful the blade appeared. I went through one of the fighting movements Bedwyr had taught me, and I grinned as the sword responded easily in my grip.



“Whoa,” I said, and I gave the sword back to Gwallmai with a tinge of reluctance. “That’s a beautiful blade.”



The villagers had caught up with us by now, and some of them widened their eyes at the sight of the Gwallmai with her sword in her hand.



“Is there any trouble?” Beric called in an anxious voice with his hand knotted in his cow’s halter rope.



“No, don’t worry,” I reassured him. “We’re just comparing blades.”



“Ah, that reminds me of my boyhood days down by the ocean,” Liathan snickered.



A ripple of laughter went through the crowd at his innuendo.



Bedwyr blushed a little, but Gwallmai grinned at the joke.



I chuckled, and Liathan winked at me as he walked past.



The two women and I lingered a little where we stood to let the villagers go ahead of us. We’d been traveling for less than two hours, but I could already see that we would need to stop for a break before too much longer. The children and wounded were starting to slow down, and I watched the group of people walk by with an apprehensive knot turning around and around in my stomach.



We would need to pick up the pace if we were to reach the second village by nightfall, but forcing the wounded and children to go beyond their limits would hamper our progress in the days to come.



I spoke to Bedwyr and Gwallmai about it, and the three of us collectively agreed to push on for another hour and then take a short rest. It wasn’t ideal, but it still seemed like the best idea.



We let the villagers move on ahead of us a little way, and the three of us picked up the rear. Many of the people in Bedwyr’s village knew this area of the woods well enough to find their own way, and from what I’d gathered, there used to be some trade between her village and the one we were headed for. These days, everyone was so focused on surviving the Saecs’ attacks that they were becoming more and more isolated.



I hoped the second village would agree to come with us. It would be great to help these two settlements reconnect with each other.



“Where is it from?” Bedwyr asked Gwallmai. “Your sword. I’ve never seen its like before.”



“It’s a beautiful weapon,” I agreed.



“It’s a Phenixite sword,” Gwallmai said. “It’s designed to be used one-handed, and the blade is double-edged, so you can use it to slash as well as stab.”



“Ah.” Bedwyr nodded wisely. “My sword is a Lasgoch blade. It’s primarily used for stabbing.”



“Exactly,” Gwallmai said. “Phenixite soldiers use a sword like this as well as a javelin.”



“How come you have one, then?” I asked. “And how do you know how to fight as well? Is that common in Phenixite families?”



“For women to learn to fight?” Gwallmai grinned. “Yes. My mother was pretty shocked when she and my father came to Prydain and learned Lasgoch women are supposed to sit quietly at home. She’s the fierce one, and she’s the one who knows how to fight. My father can barely shoot an arrow.”



There was a fond note in her voice when she talked about her parents.



“Mother wanted to make sure I didn’t give in to the Lasgochs’ soft ways,” Gwallmai added. “As soon as I could walk, she started to instruct me herself in the ways of the blade.”



“That’s amazing,” Bedwyr said. “I think more Prydanan women need to learn to fight. The goddess knows we all need to be able to defend ourselves these days.”



“But you know how to fight,” Gwallmai pointed out. “And you’re as Prydanan as they come.”



“Only because my parents were practical,” Bedwyr said. “They saw early on which way the wind was blowing. As soon as they realized the danger the Saecs posed, all three of us started training.”



“Really?” I asked in surprise. “I didn’t know that about you.”



“Yes,” Bedwyr said with a nod. “We all trained together. With swords and knives.”



“So your parents knew how to fight?” I asked.



Bedwyr shook her head. There was a strange expression on her face. It was like a wry smile, but it mingled with exasperation, fondness, and a deep, deep sadness.



“No,” she said. “They had no more idea about how to defend themselves than the youngest child in the village. We had to travel to Durovernum and find someone who could instruct us.”



“Oh, damn,” I said.



“They were farmers,” Bedwyr said with a shrug of her narrow shoulders. “The sons and daughters of farmers. Just like everyone else in the village.”



“So it wasn’t just the Lasgochs who were soft,” Gwallmai said.



Perhaps she meant it as a joke, but for a moment, true anger flared in Bedwyr’s eyes, and she turned to Gwallmai with a savageness that surprised me.



“We have lived under Lasgoch rule for generations!” Her voice was low and hard with outrage. “Did you know that in the early years after the Lasgochs came here, it was an offense for a Prydanan to even own a weapon? Anyone found with a sword, spear, or bow would be flogged. My father always told me the story of how his great-great-great-grandmother was slaughtered in her own hut by Lasgoch soldiers. They saw her with the tiny knife she used to skin rabbits, and they fell on her before she could even protest her innocence. Her family tried to find justice, but the Lasgochs insisted that because she’d had a weapon in her hand, she’d been dangerous. They said she’d been threatening the soldiers, and the rest of her family should count themselves blessed they hadn’t met the same fate. Her husband wouldn’t let it lie, and the Lasgochs took him and flogged him until his back twisted. He healed, but he never walked upright ever again. And he was a broken man to the end of his days. He made sure that every single one of his children knew what had happened to their mother, so they could tell their own children, and their children’s children, so we would never forget the people who had died at the Lasgochs’ hand.”



Bedwyr’s ragged words ran out, and she stared at the ground with her jaw clenched tightly. The breath whistled in and out of her flared nostrils, and her lips were bloodless.



Gwallmai looked at her with genuine dismay on her face. Her lips were parted, and for a second, it looked like she might burst into tears. I’d only seen the brash, confident side of Gwallmai so far, but now I caught a glimpse of the tender heart underneath her swagger.



For a second, none of us spoke.



Then Bedwyr breathed in deeply, lifted her head, and swallowed.



“I’m sorry.” She took another deep breath, but Gwallmai rushed in before she could continue.



“No, Bedwyr, I’m sorry. Goddess help me, I spoke without thinking.” She bit her lower lip. “I did not mean to dishonor the struggles your people have gone through. I didn’t know that it had been so bad for the Prydanan, truly, Bedwyr, I didn’t.”



“I know.” Bedwyr gave her a small smile. “Well, I guessed, at least. I know you wouldn’t have said anything like that knowingly. You’re a good person, Gwallmai.”



“Cruelty done in ignorance is still cruelty.” Gwallmai shook her head. “I’m sorry, Bedwyr. Always, always, always, my thoughtlessness and quick tongue get me into trouble.”



Bedwyr shook her head. “Please, don’t worry. It’s fine.”



Gwallmai still looked troubled, so Bedwyr stretched out her hand to the other woman and touched her upper arm lightly. Hazel eyes met green, and Bedwyr gave her an encouraging smile.



Gwallmai half-smiled back, then let out a deep sigh.



“Come on.” Bedwyr laughed and thumped Gwallmai on the back between her shoulder blades. “Forget it.”



Gwallmai wheezed under the impact of Bedwyr’s hand, but the grin she gave the other woman was a lot happier.



I smiled at the sight, and when Bedwyr turned from Gwallmai, I stopped her and pulled her into a quick hug. I didn’t need to speak; Bedwyr read everything I wanted to say in my eyes, and from the way she cupped my cheek in her hand, I knew she understood.



“I’m going to the front,” Bedwyr said. “Make sure we don’t head off course.”



“That’s a good idea,” I said with a nod. “I’ll stay back here and guard the rear.”



“Gwallmai?” Bedwyr asked. “Do you want to come up front?”



Gwallmai’s green eyes lit up, and she bounded to Bedwyr’s side like a puppy about to go for a walk. The two women moved to the front of the caravan, and I stayed at the back with my eyes and ears wide open in case of any trouble.



Despite, or maybe because of, our caution, we didn’t run into any trouble. Our pace was slow, but after a short break, the villagers seemed to rally a little, and we made good progress on the last leg of the journey. It still took a long time, and the shadows were long and dark by the time we finally reached the second village.



A trio of small children darted out from behind a nearby tree and stared at us, and then suddenly, one of them clapped her hands together.



“It’s Bedwyr!” she cried. “The rescuers!”



The three of them turned and ran as fast as they could back to the dark line of the village wall, which I could just make out through the trees.



I grinned to myself. It was nice that they remembered us. Hopefully, it meant we would receive a warm welcome.



And we certainly did.



The villagers poured out to greet us, and every single one of them came up to me and bowed or made the gesture of loyalty with their hands over their hearts. The children scampered around and cheered to see Bedwyr and me.



It was heartwarming to see how much more life there was in the villagers now compared to the last time I’d been here. Then they’d been in the immediate aftermath of a Saec raid that had killed many of their numbers and carried off almost all of their children to be taken as slaves. Bedwyr and I had slaughtered the Saecs, rescued the kids, and helped the villagers liberate the spoils of war from the Saecs’ boat.



Their village had been almost entirely destroyed in the raid, and when Bedwyr and I left them, the villagers had been camping out in temporary structures in the surrounding woods. They hadn’t gotten much further along with the building work, but there weren’t many strong or able-bodied enough among them to help out very much with heavy labor. They’d restored enough of the village wall to provide a barrier between them and the outside world, but many of the huts inside the wall were still in a state of damage and showed the black scorch marks of Saec torches.



Even so, there was a communal fire burning in the middle of the village, and we’d arrived just in time to share in their evening meal. We had food of our own, and we insisted that we had more than enough not to take from the villagers’ stores, but our hosts insisted that we share their food with them.



I explained that we’d hoped to spend the night here, and the villagers immediately started making space for us.



“Here, Elliot,” a man said as he pointed to one of the few nearby huts that still had a roof and four solid walls. “You and Bedwyr must take the best hut for the night.”



“No,” I protested. “I didn’t come here to turn anyone out of their homes.”



“It would be an honor,” the man said firmly.



“After everything you did for us,” a woman added with a sparkling-eyed smile at me, “it’s the least we can do.”



“I see you’re carrying the sword openly now,” another man in the village said to me. “We kept your secret, you know, we haven’t told anyone about who you are.”



“Thank you,” I said with a smile. “I appreciate that.”



“Have you come back here to kill more Saecs?” a small boy asked me.



He couldn’t have been more than six years old, and he gazed up at me with large, dark eyes. He was very cute, which made his casual suggestion of violence all the more jarring.



“No, actually,” I said with a smile, and then I glanced around at the adults. “I came back to ask you something. But maybe it should wait until we’re all sitting down.”



It took a little while for everyone to get settled in and for the livestock to be taken care of. One woman from Bedwyr’s village had brought her two hens with her in a wooden cage that was lashed securely to the back of the traveling sled, and they had to be fed and watered as well.



By the time we were all ready to sit down and eat, I was ravenously hungry. The food in the big pot over the fire smelled delicious, and I had to hold back from gobbling down my whole portion in two mouthfuls. I made myself take small sips of the good, salty broth and savor every last bite of the potatoes, carrots, and lumps of fox meat that floated on the surface. There was a hunk of hard bread to go along with it, and although the crusts were hard enough to break someone’s teeth on, they quickly softened up when I let them sit in the broth for a while. Then I scooped them out with my spoon and closed my eyes in appreciation as the salty, tangy stew slipped down my throat.



“Mm,” I sighed. “That was amazing, thank you.”



One of the women started to take my bowl for another helping, but I quickly stopped her with a shake of my head.



“No,” I said. “Thank you, though. It was delicious.”



“So.” One of the men leaned forward and looked at me. “What is your errand here, King Elliot? Why have you returned to our village?”



I licked my lips to get every final trace of the stew. Then I took a deep breath and told them about the fort. I explained that Bedwyr’s village had agreed to come back there with us and help us fix it up in exchange for moving somewhere else that would be properly defended against any Saec raids.



“There’s no pressure to join us,” I finished up. “But if you did want to come along as well, you’d be very welcome.”



The villagers looked at each other, and a slow smile spread across all of their faces.



The man looked back at me.



“Yes,” he said simply.



“Are you sure?” I pressed. “You don’t have to decide right away, you can discuss it among yourselves and sleep on it. Or take a vote, maybe.”



“Elliot.” The woman who’d tried to serve me another helping twisted her hand over her heart. “My king. Our king. We would follow you anywhere. Even to the depths of hell.”



From the nods of the other villagers, I guessed everyone else shared her opinion. My eyes suddenly blurred as the warmth of gratitude and hope rolled off the people around me. I knew I’d done a good thing by helping them before, but it was still amazing and humbling to see how completely I’d won these people’s hearts.



Silently, I vowed I would do everything in my power to keep them safe.



Out loud, I just nodded and cleared my throat. “Great. Well. That’s settled, then.”



“We can leave tomorrow.” One of the men stood up. “We must make haste. I know we don’t have much, but we need to pack up and make sure we’re ready to leave tomorrow at first light.”



He clapped his hands together, and at the sound, the entire village sprang into action.



I started to get up to help, but I was gently told to sit quietly as befitted a king. I would have protested, but some of the children had crept closer to the fire and were staring at me with wide, hero-worshipping eyes. So I gave in, smiled at the kids, and was soon engaged in answering all kinds of questions about the sword, pulling it out of the stone, and how I was going to beat Vortigern and kick him off the throne.



But in a very short amount of time, it seemed that the villagers had finished all their preparations. The people from Bedwyr’s village were divided up between the other huts, and some of them spread out their blankets around the fire and slept under the stars.



I felt a bit guilty about sleeping in the hut, but I could tell it would hurt the people’s feelings if I refused their kind gesture. I compromised by joining the first watch that night, and I stood by the village fence with two other villagers and stared into the darkness for any signs of movement or danger. The wind plucked at my hair and clothes, and I shivered inside my jacket and wished I had a heavy wool cloak like the others on watch had.



Nothing happened during my hours on watch, and I was very glad when the next team came to relieve us. Gwallmai was with the second watch, and I smiled and waved to her before heading back through the dark village to reach the hut.



I pushed aside the tanned deer hide that hung over the doorway and stepped inside the dark hut. Like all Prydanan huts, this one had a circular hearth in the middle of the floor, and it held a smoldering fire that barely lit up the place. I moved quietly forward into the depths of the hut.



I was aware of a sudden movement in the darkness.



And then something thudded into me and sent me crashing to the floor.
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 Chapter 4



I landed on my front with my attacker on my back.



They weren’t heavy enough to knock the breath out of me, and I bucked and threw them off. They landed on the ground with a thud and a gasp, and I rolled to my feet. My hand snatched the knife from my belt and held it ready.



The gust of wind that had blown into the hut when I lifted aside the hide door tickled the fire in the hearth in the center of the floor. The flames leaped up with a hiss, and their orange light illuminated the face of my attacker.



“Bedwyr!” I exclaimed.



Bedwyr’s mouth dropped open. She was crouched on the floor in front of me. She was wheezing and trying to get her breath back from where I’d slammed her down onto the floor.



“Elliot!” she cried, then she clapped her hand over her mouth to muffle her shout.



“What the hell are you doing?” I hissed.



Bedwyr dropped her hand. “I woke up suddenly, and I saw someone creeping into the hut. I thought you were a Saec.”



I raised my eyebrows at her in disbelief.



We stared at each other for a moment, and then we both burst into quickly-muffled laughter.



“Well, you were certainly on your way to taking me out,” I said with a rueful smile as I massaged my shoulder. “You charged at me like a bull.”



“And you threw me off like a wild pony shedding his rider.” Bedwyr grinned.



“I guess we’re as bad as each other, then,” I chuckled.



Bedwyr moved back to the pile of blankets and skins on the floor near the hearth. She laid down on one elbow and patted the space next to her invitingly.



I smiled and quickly joined her. I laid down next to her, and when Bedwyr nestled against my chest, I wrapped my arm around her and pulled her even closer. Bedwyr rested her cheek against me and let out a little sigh.



“Are you okay?” I asked her in a soft voice.



“Mm.” She gave another sigh. “I’m just thinking about everything that’s happened today. You handled Cai really well. I didn’t get a chance to tell you properly earlier, but I was proud of how you managed him.”



“Thank you,” I said. “I don’t know if he’ll actually listen to what I was trying to tell him or not.”



“He’s gone through a hard time,” Bedwyr said in a quiet voice. “We all have.”



“I know.” I tightened my grip on her slender body. “That’s why I didn’t want to crush him.”



“Oh, like Gwallmai suggested,” Bedwyr chuckled. “She’s quite a character, isn’t she?”



“Yes,” I agreed. “I was proud of you earlier, you know, when you accepted her apology.”



“Oh, that.” Bedwyr moved one shoulder in a shrug. “I know she didn’t mean it. She spoke without thinking. And I guess a lot of people don’t really know how bad it was for the Prydanan under the Lasgoch rule. Gwallmai and her parents came here more recently, and they’re Phenixite. They would probably never have cause to see any of the violence dealt out against us.”



“Even so…” I kissed her forehead. “Not everyone would have been so gracious about it.”



Bedwyr twisted around in my arms to look up at me. In the leaping firelight, her hazel eyes under her straight dark brows looked almost golden. A few strands of her dark blonde hair had escaped her braid, and I tucked them gently behind her ear.



Bedwyr closed her eyes under my touch, and I couldn’t resist leaning over to kiss her lips. She kissed me back hungrily, and her hands gripped fistfuls of my shirt.



Her tongue darted out and touched my lips, and I opened my mouth to allow her in. Our mouths melted together, and the fresh pine scent of Bedwyr’s skin filled my nose. Almost without thinking about it, my hand that had been holding her against me moved downward to find her waist. My other hand went to her hips and helped her slide on top of me.



Bedwyr straddled me with her bare knees on either side of my torso. Her long braid slipped down over her shoulder, and the end of it tickled my neck as she lowered her face to mine again.



We kissed softly and tenderly, and my chest felt as tight as a water balloon with all of the emotions brewing up inside me.



I cupped Bedwyr’s cheek in my hand, and she kissed my palm and looked down at me over my fingers with eyes that almost seemed to glow in the shadowy interior of the hut.



I slid my hands up her strong, slender thighs. Bedwyr had taken off her leggings to sleep, and now underneath her dark red tunic she was wearing only the white cotton garment she wore as underwear. It was like bikini briefs tied together at the sides.



My fingers pulled at the laces, and the garment gave way easily.



Bedwyr shuddered with pleasure as my fingers trailed up her thighs, and I cradled her ass cheeks in my hands.



“Mm,” she whispered. “Yes.”



My hands slipped between her cheeks, and Bedwyr jumped as the tips of my fingers touched the slick, wet heat of her pussy. She was already wet for me, and that knowledge sent a surge of lust for her rocketing through my body.



Bedwyr ground her pelvis against me, and my cock responded excitedly.



My hands completed their circuit of Bedwyr’s hips and waist, and then I moved upward. Bedwyr’s breath became ragged in anticipation, and she half-closed her eyes as my fingers gently touched her breasts.



“Mmm,” she purred. “Oh, yes.”



Her nipples were already tight and hard enough to cut glass. I pinched them and rolled them between my fingertips, and Bedwyr let out a shuddering breath.



“Yes,” she whispered again. “Oh, that feels so good, Elliot.”



I cupped her breasts in my hands and ran my thumbs over her nipples until they tightened even more and became hard knots that I could pull on.



“Mmm,” Bedwyr moaned.



She threw her head back and gasped as I pinched her nipples underneath her tunic.



“That feels so good,” she whispered. “Don’t stop.”



“Can I take this off?” I asked her, and I tugged at the hem of her dark red tunic.



Bedwyr nodded, and I carefully lifted the garment up over her head.



And then Bedwyr was revealed to me.



I’d treasured the moments we’d already shared with each other, and I flattered myself that I had a pretty good memory, but everything I remembered from our previous encounters paled in comparison to the real thing.



For a moment, I was utterly speechless at the beauty on display before me.



The slender strength that was apparent in every line of Bedwyr’s body. The hills and valleys of her rib cage. The scooped hollow of her stomach. Her slender waist that subtly flared out into her narrow hips. The perfect delicate globes of her breasts that were topped with nipples the same dark pink as her lips. Every part of her was incredible.



Bedwyr’s face, arms, and legs were tanned from the sun, but her breasts, her torso, and her stomach were pale and secret. The sun had never touched them.



I felt privileged that I alone was the one to sweep my hands over this beautiful vista.



“You’re so lovely,” I breathed. “I can’t believe how beautiful you are.”



Bedwyr smiled, and she took my hand and pressed it against her breasts.



“Touch me, Elliot,” she whispered.



“Is it a safe day?” I whispered back.



She shook her head with a regretful expression on her face.



“You will have to finish outside of me,” she said. “But I would still very much like to have your manhood inside me.”



“I think I can get on board with that,” I murmured.



I rubbed her nipples with my thumbs, and she sighed and arched her back so she could offer herself to me even more fully. My hands went to her hips, and I shifted upright so Bedwyr was kneeling in my lap.



I pressed my lips to her breasts and nuzzled her nipples with my mouth. I kissed the sweet valley of her cleavage and then took her nipple between my teeth and gently nipped at it.



“Oh!” Bedwyr gasped. “Oh! Goddess!”



I lifted one of her breasts in my hand and pulled her rosy nipple into my mouth. I teased it with my tongue, and her body spasmed in pleasure. Her eyelashes fluttered, goosebumps broke out over her pale skin, and she let out a long, breathless moan of pleasure.



“Yes,” she gasped. “Oh, goddess, Elliot, this is…”



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 whimpered in 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 ecstasy and arched her back to push her chest up to meet me.



I licked her nipple again and worked it with my teeth and tongue as my other hand fumbled down between our bodies. My fingertips found the heat of Bedwyr’s pussy, and she shifted her weight to open her legs more to me. I leaned back a little bit and looked down so I could see the swollen bud of her clit between her pussy lips. I brushed the back of my knuckle gently against her, and Bedwyr’s whole body jerked.



“Oh!” she gasped.



I pressed my fingers between her pussy lips, and Bedwyr was so wet that I slipped inside her without even meaning to.



Bedwyr let out a little grunt of pleasure as my fingers entered her, and I dabbed my digits in her juices for a moment as I savored the silky wet heat of her on my hand. Bedwyr’s eyes were tightly closed, and her teeth were pressing against her lower lip in ecstasy.



“Mmm,” she whimpered. “Oh, goddess.”



I pressed my fingers even deeper inside Bedwyr’s pussy, and she gripped hold of my shoulders to steady herself. I worked a third and then a fourth finger inside her, and I looked at her in amazement as she took almost my entire hand into her body.



Bedwyr was too given over to her pleasure to notice my amazement, so I just leaned forward, pressed a kiss to her sternum, and began to slide my fingers in and out of her.



Bedwyr moaned and shuddered and clung to me.



“Goddess,” she breathed. “Oh, goddess…”



I changed the angle of my wrist so I could rub her clit with my thumb. The swollen bud was so prominent between her silken folds that I found it at once, and Bedwyr’s body spasmed in shock as I worked her clit into a frenzy.



“Ohhhhhh!” she whimpered, and then she sank her teeth into her lip in an effort to be quiet. “Oh, fuck, Elliot…”



I could already feel her pussy pulsing as she came closer to her climax. I pressed my fingers in and out of her as I worked her clit, and Bedwyr’s breath came in shuddering gasps. She threw her hips back and forth against my wrist and ground herself against me.



I tugged on her nipples with my free hand and rolled one between my finger and thumb.



Bedwyr let out a whimper of pleasure. She bucked her hips against my hand as she clung to my shoulders, and she tipped her head back and arched her body into my caresses. Her nipples were like dark, rosy-pink flower buds, and I rubbed them and pulled on them in a way that made Bedwyr squirm with pleasure against me.



My fingers worked her pussy, my thumb flicked her clit, and the silken walls of her inner tunnel constricted around me and grabbed at my fingers as I drove Bedwyr to her climax. My palm and wrist were slick with her juices, and I felt the muscles of her pussy constricting and then suddenly relaxing in delicious release as she climaxed.



Her body shuddered, and she bucked her hips. Her whole pussy seemed to throb and quake in delighted satisfaction, and her fingers dug into my shoulders as she shook.



“Oh!” Bedwyr whimpered. “Oh! Ohhhhhh…”



Her short, sharp cries of ecstasy faded away into a long, satisfied sigh. She opened her eyes and gazed down at me for a moment with unseeing eyes. Then she smiled slowly.



“Oh, goddess,” she whispered, “thank you for this moment.”



“You liked that?” I smiled up at her.



“I did,” she said.



She suddenly pushed me down onto my back. She slid off me so she was kneeling by my side, and then her hands went to my belt.



“And I can’t wait to take you inside me as well,” she whispered.



She unbuckled my belt and dragged my jeans down to my knees. Then my boxers quickly followed.



“Mmm,” Bedwyr hummed as she looked down at my member, and a pleased smile curved her lips. “Oh, yes.”



She curled her fingers around my cock, 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. She massaged the tip of my cock with calm, skillful fingers, 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. I was about to explode right there in her palms.



“Bedwyr.” My voice was hoarse.



“Elliot,” she breathed. “My king.”



My hands grabbed her hips, and I pulled her down on top of me again. Her knees parted as she straddled me, and I felt the sweet heat of her pussy scorching out from her. The warmth and wetness of her secret place was tantalizingly close to my quivering, ramrod of a cock.



With a growl, I reached between our bodies and guided my cock up between Bedwyr’s thighs. She sank down on top of me, and we both groaned in bliss as our bodies came together. Sinking my cock into Bedwyr’s pussy was one of the most perfect sensations I could imagine. For a second, it was like I actually saw stars, and my hands clutched at her hips in a convulsive gesture.



“Fuck,” I grunted. “Bedwyr, you feel– god, you feel so fucking perfect.”



“It feels perfect to have you inside me,” Bedwyr moaned. “Oh, how did I live before this day?”



She shifted her weight and spread her knees a little bit wider to take even more of my length inside her.



I choked at the sudden rush of sensation as her pussy enveloped my entire cock in her sweet, wet heat. My whole shaft was inside her now, and I groaned in feverish desire as her pussy welcomed me in. Bedwyr’s inner walls were slick with the orgasm I’d just given her, and she was so tight it almost hurt my cock when I pushed inside her. The velvety heat and wetness of her pussy was incredible, and my heart hammered with arousal as my pulse whirled in my temples.



“Fuck,” I gasped out. “Oh, fuck. Bedwyr, you feel– this is incredible, I’ve never– fuck.”



“You have taken me,” she breathed. “Body and soul, Elliot, I am yours.”



She leaned over me and caught my face between her hands. We kissed deeply, and her tongue flicked at mine in a way that sent goosebumps shivering all over my body. Bedwyr’s nipples became tight gems against my chest, and when I pulled at them, she let out a cry almost like she was in pain.



I began to move my hips back and forth. I went slow and deep to savor each movement, and my cock seemed to plunge further and further inside Bedwyr’s pussy with every stroke.



Her hazel eyes were locked on mine, and she leaned back as my cock drove in and out of her. Her lips were parted. I had an amazing view of the way her breasts jumped every time I thrust up inside her.



I started to pick up the pace a little. I lifted her off my lap and then pulled her back down onto me again with a grunt.



“Yes,” she gasped. “Elliot…”



I knew she was getting close to finishing. Her pussy throbbed around my cock, and when I increased my pace, her walls clutched at my shaft and urged me even deeper inside.



I moved quicker, and Bedwyr threw back her head and moaned as my cock pushed her closer and closer to the edge.



“Mm, yes, yes, yes, yes…” she whimpered. “Oh! Yes!”



Bedwyr’s hips rocked back and forth like a hula dancer. Her breasts bobbed up and down on top of me. Her eyes were tightly shut as though in the most blissful agony, and her lips were parted to let each tortured breath out of her.



I drove inside her, and then my cock pushed Bedwyr into her second orgasm.



“Yes, yes, ohh!” She dug her nails into my shoulders to steady herself as her whole body quaked.



Her pussy walls clutched at my cock, and I had to fight hard not to give myself over to my own orgasm right there and then. I clenched my teeth and held back as Bedwyr’s limbs jerked with the force of her climax.



She held onto me for a moment with her eyes closed and her breasts heaving as she caught her breath.



Then she opened her eyes and looked down at me.



She knew me well enough by now to know that I hadn’t finished when she did, and from the breathless grin she gave me, I could tell she was more than ready to fix that.



“Keep going,” she whispered.



I hooked my foot around her hip, and in one quick motion, I reversed our positions so she was underneath me on her back. My cock slid out of her, and Bedwyr reached down between us to touch my member. I jumped as she found the sensitive head and stroked me, and then my eyes widened as Bedwyr lifted her hand from my cock and showed me her fingers wet with her own excited pussy juices.



I grabbed her wrist and pressed her wet fingers to my lips and kissed them. The smell of Bedwyr’s excitement was like a heady drug, and I couldn’t hold back a growl of pure animalistic desire.



Bedwyr linked her hands together behind my neck and wrapped her legs around my waist.



“Elliot,” she whispered, like it was a prayer.



As if in answer, I plunged my cock deep inside her waiting pussy, and Bedwyr let out a breathless moan of pleasure.



“Fuuuuck,” she whimpered. “Yeeees, oh, goddess, yes.”



I grabbed hold of her shoulders as I drove deep inside her soaked pussy. Bedwyr’s body was pushed back and forth with the power of my thrusts.



“Fuck!” I grunted. “You feel so fucking good, Bedwyr, it’s unreal.”



I jackhammered my cock into her, and Bedwyr moaned with pleasure. Our bodies met and clapped together with a hollow slap of skin on skin. We moved in a steady rhythm, and our bodies worked together in a perfect dance. Bedwyr’s pink-tipped breasts bounced and jumped each time I drove my full length inside her.



“Yeeesss,” she moaned. “Ohhh, that feels so good.”



I plunged into her again and again. Bedwyr’s pussy was like silk and oil, 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.



“Ohhhh, goddess!” Bedwyr gasped.



Her pussy gripped my cock as she drew closer again to another orgasm. 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.



“Ohhhhhh…” Bedwyr moaned. “Ohhhh, goddess…”



She was almost at her finish. My cock plunged in and out of her pussy, and I went harder and faster on the last few thrusts as Bedwyr shuddered and moaned under me. Her pussy gripped my cock tightly in her ecstasy, and I couldn’t hold back any longer.



With a grunt, I thrust my final stroke inside her.



Bedwyr came with a scream that she could barely hold back, and my own orgasm finally caught up with me. I had just enough self-control to quickly drag my cock out of her pussy before I shot my wad inside her.



A tidal wave of sensation hit me, and the edges of my vision blurred into darkness. I groaned and gasped as my body was taken over by the power of my orgasm. I shot my hot seed onto Bedwyr’s stomach while my hips jerked, and my body shuddered.



“Fuck…” The word fell from my lips in a breathless grunt.



I shuddered, my vision spotted with black, and a groan fell from my mouth. My hips pumped back and forth, and my cock throbbed until every last drop of my hot cum had left my body and landed on Bedwyr’s soft skin.



Then, finally, when I was spent, I toppled off Bedwyr’s body.



We laid together side by side with our chests heaving in frantic energy as we tried to get our breath back.



“Wow,” I finally managed to get out. “That was…”



“That was so special,” Bedwyr finished.



She turned her head to look at me with a breathless smile. Her forehead was slick with a thin sheen of sweat, and her cheeks were flushed as rosy and pink as her nipples. For a moment, we just stared at each other in breathless silence.



“You’re so beautiful,” I whispered.



“So are you.” She reached out and brushed a little of my hair away from where it was clinging to my forehead.



“We should probably…” I sighed. “Clean up. Before Gwallmai gets back.”



“Oh, goddess, yes, you’re right.” Bedwyr quickly got to her feet.



For a moment, I just enjoyed looking up at her as she stood by the fireside. The leaping orange flames illuminated her body. Her muscles seemed carved out by charcoal, but there was a softness to her face and in the way she moved that provided a pleasing contrast to the toned strength clear in every long, lean line of her athletic warrior’s body.



I hadn’t realized I’d gotten lost in my scrutiny of her until Bedwyr laughed softly and nudged me with one bare foot.



“You, too,” she reminded me. “You should clean yourself up, unless you want Gwallmai to tease us about this until the end of time.”



“You’re right,” I said with a grin. “That is exactly what she would do.”



There was a bowl of fresh water and some coarse rags that had been set out for us by the villagers so we could wash ourselves in the morning. Bedwyr and I cleaned ourselves up, got back into our clothes, and cuddled up in the blankets next to the fire.



We both fell asleep quickly, with our bodies sated, relaxed, and satisfied, and I didn’t even hear Gwallmai come back to the hut when her watch was over.



Instead, I woke up to the sound of birds chirping in the trees beyond the village wall.



I stretched luxuriously in the skins and blankets and felt the warm presence of Bedwyr’s body snuggled close to me. I rolled over toward her and snaked my hand underneath the blankets to find her hip.



“Good morning,” I whispered.



There was a startled squeak, and then Gwallmai’s surprised face emerged from the blankets.



“Oh, shit!” I exclaimed, and I snatched my hand back from her hip like it had been burned. “Shit, I’m so sorry, Gwallmai, I thought you were Bedwyr.”



“That’s okay.” Gwallmai flashed me a cheeky grin and then yawned, sat up, and stretched widely. “It’s time to get up, anyway.”



“Where is Bedwyr?” I asked.



“I think she took the last watch,” Gwallmai replied with another yawn. “So she’s probably outside.”



I got up and went to the hut door. When I pushed aside the hide and stepped outside, I took a lungful of fresh, clean air. It filled my lungs like wine, and I savored the morning sunlight on my face in a brief moment of peace.



“Elliot!” Bedwyr’s voice immediately broke me out of my thoughts, and I looked around to see her standing by the gate with a group of the other villagers.



She hurried over to me and greeted me with a smile.



“The cooking fires are lit,” she told me. “The women are making porridge for breakfast and bannocks to take with us for the road.”



“That’s good.” I nodded. “How is everyone?”



“Anxious.” Bedwyr glanced around. “But excited, as well, I think. People like the idea of going somewhere more defended.”



The clanging of a wooden spoon against a metal pot rang out through the village.



“Come on!” called a woman standing by the cookfire. “Porridge is ready!”



Gwallmai hurried out of the hut.



“Porridge!” she exclaimed in genuine excitement and hurried over to the fire.



Bedwyr and I exchanged smiles and went after her.



All of the villagers gathered around the fire and filled their bellies with porridge. It wasn’t the tastiest meal, and I would have loved a bit of maple syrup or brown sugar to add to it, but it was hot and filling, and it would keep us all going for the rest of the morning.



Everyone ate their fill, and then the village fell into a flurry of activity as everyone rushed around to pack up their final bits and pieces.



And then we set out on the road again.



Our progress felt even slower today than it had been yesterday. Instead of fifty people in the caravan, we now had close to eighty, and many of them were children.



The second village had chickens we’d liberated from the Saecs’ warship, but that was all the livestock they had. There were no cows or horses, and the two travel sleds from Bedwyr’s village were already loaded with as much luggage as the cows could carry. That meant the rest of us had to carry a pack of some kind, which wouldn’t have been such a problem for a group of healthy, able-bodied people, but it had a serious effect on malnourished children and weak and injured adults.



I didn’t voice my concerns to the villagers. I knew they were all as eager as I was to reach the fort, and it was clear they were going as fast as they were able to. Mentioning our slow pace would only make them anxious or angry, and I was more concerned about keeping morale high.



Bedwyr helped navigate our way through the forests and keep our party on the right track.



I’d traveled a similar path with her before when we’d gone to the city of Durovernum to try and track down Myrthin the enchanter. After rescuing the children from the Saec raiders, we’d cut a straight path through the woods to reach the Lasgoch road that ran north from the coast to reach Durovernum.



Now, however, we were forced to travel in the woods for far longer.



I didn’t want to go anywhere near the city if I could help it.



Durovernum was where King Vortigern had his villa, and although it might still officially be a Prydanan city, I didn’t feel like testing Vortigern’s ideas of justice. Although I’d met the king and dined at his table, he had no idea who I really was. Bedwyr and I had called ourselves travelers, and the king had his head too far up his own ass to be interested in finding out more of our story.



I was glad of that. I didn’t want to let Vortigern know I was here to steal his throne until I couldn’t avoid it any longer. And if word reached Durovernum about a large group of people traveling near the city, it might attract the attention of the king, who would then want to know why his dinner guest was now traveling across the country with two villages’ worth of people. It might look suspiciously like I was raising an army.



Which, to be fair, I kind of was.



But even if Vortigern didn’t care, the Saec King, Hengest, was also at the king’s villa. He and his troops would think nothing of descending on a group of travelers with all the usual tender mercies of their kind. We didn’t have anything worth stealing, but I knew that wouldn’t stop the Saecs. Now that they were in the middle of securing a permanent presence in Prydain, the Saec attacks were becoming less about raiding and more about casual violence.



Last night, some of the villagers had told us about stories they’d heard from other neighboring settlements. They spoke about raiders who descended on them in the middle of the night to rape, slaughter, and burn without even bothering to take anyone as slaves or search the homes for anything valuable or useful. The raiders just destroyed because they could.



I wasn’t going to risk this vulnerable group of people to the Saecs’ ideas of mercy.



So we avoided the road and stuck to the wooded areas. It did mean that our progress was even slower, but I was comforted by the thought that once we’d headed north for enough time, we’d find the second Lasgoch road that ran east from Durovernum. If we followed it, it would lead us straight to the fort.



We just had to weather the wooded terrain until we were far enough away from Durovernum that we wouldn’t be visible on the road from the city.



We spent the entirety of that day in the woods. It was a long, hot, hard day, and an audible sigh of relief went up from everyone when I finally called a halt in the evening.



We made camp in a little clearing where the trees crowded against each other and threw thick shadows on the dry ground. Grass grew in sparse patches here and there, and there was a tangled edge of bushes and brambles that lined one side of the clearing. It wasn’t the coziest or prettiest place to stop, but the trees gave us shelter, and the ground was mostly free from rocks and bare roots that would make sleeping too uncomfortable.



We had stretched and tanned hides that we could erect to form a shelter in case it rained, but the night was mild enough that in the end we decided not to unpack them. Instead, everyone huddled together in their bedrolls around the fire, and after a simple but satisfying dinner of fox stew, everyone fell into an exhausted sleep.



I took part in the first watch again, but just like last night, no one came near us. I heard the hoot of an owl nearby and the tiny, shrill shriek of some small woodland creature meeting its death, but apart from the sounds of the forest, there was nothing remarkable.



I went to my bed once my watch was over and fell asleep immediately. I was hot and tired, my feet ached from the long day of walking, and I slept the whole night through and woke up at dawn.



Even though I was awake early, many of the villagers were already up and preparing breakfast. I smelled the now-familiar scent of porridge being cooked in one of the big metal pots on the fire, and I smiled wryly to myself.



But when it came to actually sitting down and eating, I found I was famished. The porridge might have been plain, but on that morning it was the best thing I’d ever tasted.



The sky was pearly gray in patches, but the sun was rising and getting brighter, and it shone tawny-gold light through the clouds of woodsmoke that wreathed around the clearing from the fires. The air smelled fresh and clean, and I could already tell the day was going to be a warm one.



Even though my calf muscles and feet still ached from the last two days, I felt confident and excited at the prospect of the day ahead. Bedwyr and I had talked about it, and we hoped that today would be our last day on the road. If all went according to plan, we should reach the fort by nightfall.



Just knowing that made a sense of calm spread through me.



I hadn’t been at the fort for very long, and it was strange how instantly I’d felt at home there. When I thought about the rows of old Lasgoch buildings, the cracked tiles in the bathhouse, and the scrawny goat who hung around there with a few chickens, I found myself smiling in anticipation. It was simple, but going there had instantly felt right in a way I hadn’t really experienced before.



Everything about the fort had felt like it had been waiting for the right person to discover it. Waiting for me. My fort. My Camelot.



I was still torn about actually calling the place Camelot. It was very on the nose, and I couldn’t even think of the name without feeling self-conscious about it. Bedwyr and Gwallmai had liked the name, but obviously, to them, it was just a name. They had no idea about the stories connected to it or what it meant in the world where I came from.



Maybe that could be one of my first actions as leader. When we arrived at the fort, I could propose adopting Camelot as the official name of the place and see what everyone else thought about it.



My first kingly act.



I grinned to myself at the thought as we finished eating breakfast and quickly set out again.



Well, as quickly as things could be while wrangling a group of children and people who didn’t know each other very well. I’d never understood why people with kids always made such a big deal about leaving the house, or why they always seemed to be late to everything, but that morning, I gained a new and healthy appreciation for parents everywhere.



I didn’t even know why things were taking so long, but somehow it took forever for everyone to get dressed, to get fed, to find all their baggage, to do a headcount to make sure no one was missing.



There was a brief moment of panic when one of the children was missing, and for a heart-stopping second, I thought they’d gotten lost or fallen down a well or been eaten by a dragon.



Eventually, we discovered the kid curled up underneath a nearby bush. He’d trapped a tiny lizard in his hand and didn’t want to let it go, so there was another small delay while his mother tried to coax him out and get him to release his new friend.



But finally, after all of that, we were on our way again.



Bedwyr led the way through the woodland, Gwallmai took the rear, and I moved up and down the caravan to encourage, chat, and generally keep people’s spirits up.



Several of the children fought for the privilege of riding on my shoulders, and I let them take turns. Their squeals of joy as I swept them up onto my back made my heart feel very warm, and I charged up and down the length of the caravan with giggling kid after giggling kid grabbing fistfuls of my hair and whooping with excitement. It became a game to run down to the rear of the party to say hello to Gwallmai, then turn around and charge back to the front to say hello to Bedwyr.



The adults were at first a little shocked that I was so familiar with the kids, but when they saw what a good time we were all having, they relaxed and smiled at the sight.



It made me feel a lot closer to these people who were essentially putting their lives in my hands.



The morning went by, and the sun traveled across the bright sky above us as Bedwyr led us on our course north.



The trees started to thin out a little, and the ground changed from moss, grass, and leaves underfoot to something stonier and drier. Through the gaps in the trees up ahead, I could make out a clear space with a pale line. We came closer and closer, and after a little more walking, we came out of the trees and onto the side of the Lasgoch road.



The children cheered and rushed forward to see the new development. After so long trampling over grass, fallen branches, and tree roots, it was a welcome change to step onto the smooth slabs of stone that made up the surface of the Lasgoch road.



The boy who was my current passenger wriggled to be let down. I placed him on the road, and he ran off to enjoy the new surface with his friends.



The rest of the villagers joined us more slowly and with decidedly less enthusiasm.



I looked west along the road. In the far distance, there was a dark smudge on the horizon that I knew had to be the walls of Durovernum. Bedwyr had done a good job of leading us. We were far enough away from the city that we wouldn’t draw any attention to ourselves.



“Great job, Bedwyr,” I said to her as she stepped to my side.



“Thank you.” She smiled at me. “Hopefully, we’ll reach the fort before nightfall.”



“Yes,” I agreed. “We’re making good progress, and it’ll be even easier now that we’re on the road and out of the trees.”



“A straight road is a good thing.” She gave me a wry smile.



I chuckled as I recognized the phrase. Bedwyr had told me it had become a saying since the Lasgochs came to Prydain. The Lasgochs were famous for their straight, well-built roads, and no matter what else the Lasgochs had done to the country and the people, it couldn’t be denied that traveling by their roads was a hundred times easier than striking out through woodlands.



I let everyone take a brief rest by the side of the road, and then I ushered the party on again.



The truth of Bedwyr’s saying soon became self-evident. We moved a lot more quickly than we had while walking through the trees, and there were no hesitations about which was the best path to take or stops while Bedwyr adjusted our course against the sun’s path across the sky. The road ran in a straight line out of Durovernum toward the coast, and I knew from the last time I’d traveled this way that all we needed to do was keep going in a straight line, and we would reach our goal.



We’d come out of the thinning trees on the southern side of the road, and as we walked along, the trees on the northern side of the road grew thicker. There was still a gap between the edges of the road and the treeline, and from the old tree stumps that littered the sides of the road like broken teeth, I guessed at one point in time, efforts had been made to ensure the treeline didn’t infringe upon the road. From the way the bushes and grasses had started to creep closer and the way moss and plants were beginning to force their way between the slabs, I suspected that maintaining the integrity of the road wasn’t high on Vortigern’s list of priorities.



And why should it be, it was only for the health and comfort of his people as they traveled through the land. Thinking of the false ruler left a sour taste in my mouth.



I shook my head to disperse the thought. I didn’t want to focus on Vortigern right now; I had more important things to think about.



This time, Gwallmai walked at the front of the caravan, and Bedwyr and I brought up the rear. Even though the sun was fiercer out here, and I was soon sweating like a nervous horse, I comforted myself with the thought that soon we would reach our destination.



A smile tugged at my lips as I thought about returning home to Camelot, and I instinctively quickened my pace as though that would help us reach it sooner.



In my mind’s eye, I saw how excited the children would be to run around the fort as they explored the abandoned Lasgoch huts, how delighted the adults would be to see the additions to the current small flock of chickens, and how much more at ease all of them would feel at being safely behind the fort’s tall walls. I could almost hear the cries of the seabirds as they wheeled on the currents overhead, the roar and sigh of the waves as they beat against the sandy shores below the cliff, and smell the scents of brine and seaweed hanging in the air.



“Elliot!” Gwallmai’s cry rang out across the road.



I instantly swung around.



Gwallmai had halted at the front of the caravan. One hand was stretched out as she pointed into the distance along the road ahead of us.



I followed the direction of her pointing hand, and my heart sank into my boots when I saw what she’d already spotted.



There was a group of men on horseback thundering down the road, and they were headed right for us.
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 Chapter 5



“Fuck,” I hissed.



My eyes scanned the scene to take in as much information as possible. It looked like there were six men, and from the way the bright sun flashed off their bodies, I guessed they were wearing armor.



The sword I’d pulled from the stone was wrapped up safely on one of the sleds, but I had the Lasgoch sword Bedwyr had given me hanging from my belt. I still wore my shoulder holster that had come with me from my bodyguarding job in Miami, and my knife, Glock-19, and extra magazines were still safely strapped into it.



I’d already decided I should only use the pistol in the most serious of emergencies when all other weapons had failed me. As long as I had my sword, my knife, and Bedwyr and Gwallmai at my side, I felt I could afford to save my ammunition.



As if to prove my point, Bedwyr stepped close to my shoulder and stared down the road.



“Oh, no,” she breathed. “Horses.”



“Horses!” Gwallmai shouted.



“Shit,” I swore again and began to run up the road toward Gwallmai, but the damage had already been done.



The villagers who hadn’t already spotted the horses had heard her cry of warning and looked to see what the problem was. And all of them lost their shit.



In an instant, the caravan devolved into a panicked rabble of terrified, shouting, screaming people. Some of them hurled themselves off the road and bolted for the treeline in an effort to hide themselves. But others threw down their packs and took a tighter grip on their walking sticks.



I didn’t realize what they were planning until it was too late.



The group of horsemen was almost on us, and as I shouted for everyone to calm down, the villagers who were still on the road let out a collective roar of primal rage and terror.



And then they hurled themselves right at the horsemen.



For a second, I was too stunned to move. But then one of the horses let out a shrill squeal of fear as its rider yanked on the reins to pull it around, and the sound jolted me out of my trance.



“Stop!” I shouted.



But the villagers weren’t listening to me. This was their chance to take back everything that had been stolen from them. With little more than their bare courage and a total disregard for their own safety, they threw themselves at the horsemen and tackled them like the world’s most intense linebackers.



The horsemen were taken completely by surprise, and some of the villagers managed to drag one of the men from his mount before he could defend himself. They fell on him like stray dogs on a scrap of meat. I could see him struggling to draw his sword, and I shoved my way over to them and hurled the villagers out of the way. My sword was in my hand, and I brought it down just in time to block the warrior’s swing.



Our blades rang together, and the shock of the impact jarred all the way up my arm into my shoulder.



The guy on the ground jackknifed to his feet and swung his sword at me again.



I parried his blow out of instinct rather than skill and stabbed at him with my blade.



He darted back to avoid getting impaled, and I pressed my advantage. I advanced on him with the sword held out in front of me.



And that was when I realized we weren’t facing Saecs.



The man in front of me was wearing a heavy bronze breastplate with leather straps. It looked like Bedwyr’s, and it had the same eagle emblem stamped on the front of it. The sword he’d used to block my blow was a Lasgoch one, just like mine and Bedwyr’s. He wore a helmet with flat plates that hung down on either side of his cheeks to protect his face.



I only had enough time to take that information in before he darted forward and attempted to run me through.



I brought my blade against his with all the force I could muster, and my opponent’s sword flew out of his hand with the shock of it.



He turned tail and ran to get back to his mount.



The villagers were lashing out with their walking sticks and trying to beat the warriors down from their horses. The warriors had drawn their swords and were slashing and striking down at them, but there were more villagers than warriors, and those on foot could move more quickly than the men on horseback.



But there was one man on horseback who was fighting like a devil. His sword whirled around with such fierce speed, it was impossible to keep track of it.



Bedwyr and Gwallmai were fending him off and trying to keep him at a distance, and as soon as I saw them, I ran to their aid.



But before I could reach them, a horse shoved its way in front of me.



I had to jump back to avoid being trampled under its hooves, and I drew back my sword to deflect the rider’s attack. But rather than fighting me, the man on the horse was shouting.



“Stop!” he yelled. “Stop! Stop fighting! We’re not your enemies!”



He wheeled the horse around, which nearly squashed me again, and shouted to the other warriors.



“Stop!” he commanded. “Stop! Now!”



The other warriors halted, and the villagers stopped as well in confusion about what was happening.



But beyond the vast expanse of horse ass in front of me, I could clearly see that one warrior had completely ignored the command.



The man fighting Bedwyr and Gwallmai didn’t seem to have heard the order, and he carried on sparring as though nothing had happened.



I growled and ducked around the horse’s side to reach them. My sword joined with my knights’, and I had the satisfaction of seeing a look of startled outrage on the warrior’s face underneath his helmet.



But then all three of us had to jump backward as the first man plowed in, grabbed the reins of the second man’s horse and physically dragged him away from us.



“Stop this!” he bellowed at the second man. “Stop it now!”



His horse was bigger, and he crowded himself between us and the second man to act as a barrier between us. The two horses swerved away with the first man forcing the second to circle away.



“Let go of my horse!” the second man snarled.



“Not until you sheath your sword,” the first man growled.



The second man glared at him like he wanted to punch him in the face, and then he reluctantly shoved his sword back into the sheath that hung from his saddle.



“Good,” the first man said.



He released his comrade’s bridle, and then looked directly at me.



“We mean you no harm,” he said. “Can you promise us you will put down your weapons?”



“Have your men sheath their swords first,” I called back.



He nodded and made a gesture to the warriors. They all put their swords back into their sheaths, and I nodded to the villagers. They slowly lowered their walking sticks. I glanced at Bedwyr and Gwallmai, and the three of us sheathed our swords as well.



I threw a quick glance over the villagers behind me. The ones who’d been fighting were gathered together in a tight knot in the center of the road. They were out of breath, and their faces were still contorted into dark scowls, but none of them appeared to be hurt.



“Is everyone okay?” I called out.



The villagers nodded.



“Someone go and find the ones who ran off,” I instructed. “We don’t want anyone getting lost.”



“I’ll go,” Liathan said. “If you’re sure, Elliot?”



I looked at the man on the horse again, whom I guessed was the leader of the party.



I wasn’t going to go as far as saying I trusted him, but I was encouraged by the fact that he’d stepped in to stop the fighting and insisted his men put away their weapons. And I didn’t want any of the villagers and kids who’d run away to run so far that they couldn’t find their way back to the road. They’d probably seen armed men and lost all reason. Understandably, and unfortunately, their only thought probably had been to get as far away from the warriors as possible.



I nodded to Liathan. The blacksmith threw a suspicious scowl at the men on the horses, and then along with two other villagers, he stepped off the road and headed into the trees.



“May we talk?” the leader on horseback asked me.



I nodded again.



The man dismounted and walked over to me.



My muscles tensed in case this was all an elaborate ruse and he was actually trying to trap me.



But instead, the man took off his helmet and reached out his hand.



I extended my hand as well, and he gripped my wrist in a firm, warm hold. His hand was callused and hard, and when I looked up to meet his gaze, I saw his eyes were a very bright blue. He looked a few years younger than me, maybe in his late twenties, but he met my gaze with a steadiness and clarity in his gaze that I liked. His hair was dark red and cut very short in what I knew to be a Lasgoch style. He had a cleft chin, a firm jawline, and a straight nose. There was something vaguely familiar about his face, but I couldn’t quite place it.



He looked me up and down in the same kind of appraisal I was giving him. Our eyes met as we both recognized that fact, and a tiny, wry smile quirked a corner of the guy’s straight mouth.



“My apologies,” he said. “We didn’t mean to startle you.”



His voice was quiet, and there was a faint Prydanan lilt to his words.



“I apologize as well,” I said. “We did kind of lay into you.”



He might not have been familiar with that exact phrase, but he understood my meaning all the same.



“I don’t blame you,” he said. “These are dangerous times.”



There was a genuine tone of sympathy to his words, and he looked past me to survey the crowd of villagers huddled on the road.



“Dangerous for everyone, it seems.” The snarky tone came from the man Bedwyr and Gwallmai had been fighting.



He kicked his horse forward until its head was barely a foot from my chest, and stared down at me from his mount’s back. His mouth was twisted into a bitter scowl.



“Who are you?” he demanded. “You attacked us entirely without provocation.”



“Brother,” the leader rebuked him.



“It’s true!” the other man snapped back.



Now that the second guy was closer and I could see his face more clearly, I could see something in his face that I recognized as well. It was really bugging me, but I couldn’t put my finger on what it was that seemed familiar about these two.



“Think about it for a second,” the leader returned in a voice that implied he was trying very hard to stay calm. “A large group of armed men on the road to Durovernum? How would you have reacted if you saw such a group?”



“I would have waited to make sure of their intentions before I attacked them,” he snapped.



The leader sighed softly.



I had to bite my tongue to avoid throwing a retort back at this guy.



But Gwallmai had no such restraint.



“Easy to say that from the back of your big warhorse,” she said.



There was such contempt in her tone that I winced.



I swung around, gave her a warning look, and then turned around to see the guy slide down from his horse. He landed with a heavy thud and started to stomp his way over to us.



I took a quick step forward to block Gwallmai from him.



At the same time, the red-headed leader threw out his arm to stop the other from passing him. The two of them locked eyes for a long moment, and it felt like there was an unspoken struggle for dominance between them.



But eventually, after what felt like an eternity, the other guy shrugged.



“As you command, brother mine,” he said in a mocking tone.



The leader exhaled softly, and for a moment, the relief on his face was starkly apparent.



I wondered what the hell was going on between these two guys.



“So,” I said in an attempt to bring a little bit of calm to the situation, “you two are brothers?”



The other guy pulled off his helmet and tucked it under his arm. He wiped his arm across his sweaty forehead and gave me a sneering grin.



“I am Vortimer,” he said. “Youngest son of Vortigern, King of all Prydain, as set up by Marcus Primus Posthumus, the last Lasgoch governor. And this is my esteemed older brother, Catigern, heir to the Prydain throne.”



Oh, shit.



Now I knew why their faces had been bugging me. They were the sons of the current king of Prydain. His heirs, too, if the Saecs didn’t slaughter Vortigern’s entire villa in their beds.



I hadn’t been able to see it before, but now that I knew to look for any resemblance, I could see the similarities to Vortigern in the faces of these two men. They had their father’s long chin and high forehead. Catigern had red hair like his father, but Vortimer’s hair was a dirty-blond color. Catigern was obviously the older of the two; there were lines at the corners of his eyes and beginning on his forehead.



Vortimer had a poutiness to his lips that contrasted with his brother’s firm mouth, and his hair was a little longer than Catigern’s cropped cut. He looked like he was in his mid twenties, maybe a couple of years younger than his brother. Perhaps this was another Cai situation where I would have to be gracious to someone inexperienced who just didn’t know any better.



I took another look at the disdainful expression on Vortimer’s face.



No, I had a feeling this guy was just a dickhead.



The dickhead in question lifted his eyebrows at me. “Well?”



“Well?” I repeated.



“Aren’t you going to introduce yourself to us?” he demanded. “Or are you such a king of the road you cannot even be bothered with the basic formalities?”



“King of the road, hmm?” I let the corner of my mouth twitch in a smile. “Is that how you see me?”



“No.” He scowled. “If anyone is king here, it would be my brother.”



There was something really dumb and extremely funny about three grown-ass men arguing about who was king of the road.



I met Catigern’s eyes and found a matching spark of amusement there. We exchanged small grins, which Vortimer noticed with a scowl.



He started to snap something, but Catigern shook his head.



“Peace, brother,” he said with a chuckle. “I have no desire to be king of the road, and neither, I think, does our friend here.”



“You’re right.” I grinned. “I don’t. We’re a group of villagers moving inland to fresher pastures, and we’re just trying to reach our destination before nightfall. My name is Elliot.”



I toyed with the idea of mentioning that I’d actually met his father before. It might sweeten Vortimer’s attitude a little. But at the same time, I didn’t want word of this getting back to Vortigern’s ears. He might wonder why the traveler he’d met before was now leading the group of people that attacked his sons on the road.



“Elliot,” Catigern said with a nod. “It’s a pleasure to make your acquaintance. And, again, I must apologize for any distress my men and I caused your people. Yours isn’t the first group of people we’ve met who have fled from their coastal villages.”



“Really?” I was surprised.



He nodded. “My brother and I are completing our tour of the inland defenses. Many of the villages we visited had grown in numbers since the last census, and when we inquired about the reason why, we were told that many of the new inhabitants had fled there to escape the Saec raids. This area of the Cantwara coastline is quickly becoming uninhabitable.”



“If only these people could grow a bit of a backbone,” Vortimer said. “What do they expect living on the coastline?”



“I don’t know,” Gwallmai said, “to maybe not have to live with the threat of their homes getting burned down and their children enslaved?”



I clenched my jaw tight in anger.



It wasn’t the smartest thing to have said, but at the same time, I couldn’t blame Gwallmai for saying it. The temptation to punch Vortimer in the face was becoming overwhelming. But we had to be smart about this.



“What Gwallmai means,” I cut in before Vortimer could retort, “is that the Saec raids are becoming more and more frequent.”



Vortimer snorted. “And they can’t defend themselves against these supposed attacks?”



“They are farmers,” I said in a level tone. “From what I understand, it was illegal for Prydanan to own weapons for a long time.”



“And you’re telling me everyone obeyed that rule?” His voice was thick with sarcasm. “Your horde of farmers didn’t seem particularly shy about attacking my brother and me just now.”



Catigern opened his mouth to speak, but I got there first.



“There is a difference between a panicked skirmish and a sustained period of brutality,” I said. “I would challenge you to endure night after night where you’re too terrified to sleep in case your house is burned over your head or your children might be slaughtered in front of you. Days spent rebuilding your home and defenses, only for them to be destroyed in a night when the Saecs you’d hoped had forgotten about you come again with their torches and war axes.”



Vortimer’s light brown eyebrows pulled together.



“You–” he began in a furious tone.



But his brother turned on him.



“Enough!” he snapped. “Vortimer, you’re embarrassing yourself, and you’re shaming me. You know very well what the truth of this is, but you refuse to see it. Even if you care nothing for the fate of this country, what about our mother? Do you care so little for her as well?”



Vortimer’s pale blue eyes widened. His nostrils flared, his mouth pinched together, and he stared at his brother like he was fighting every urge to punch him in the mouth.



For a long moment, the two men stared at each other.



Then Vortimer spoke in a voice that was quiet and deadly.



“I think our mother would be ashamed that you brought up her fate in front of these strangers,” he said. “That is what I care about, brother.”



Catigern’s jaw clenched so hard, a muscle twitched in his cheek.



I managed to look sideways and exchange a glance with Bedwyr. She lifted her eyebrows, but I couldn’t tell what that meant.



There was more going on here than I’d first thought.



I tried to think of a way to break the tension between the two brothers, but then help unexpectedly came from the woods. Liathan emerged out of the treeline with the rest of the villagers who’d run off. Liathan had a small child on his hip and another clinging to his back, and there were more kids walking by his side as well.



Some of the children let out startled screams when they saw the soldiers, and the one on Liathan’s back wriggled and squirmed as he tried to jump down.



“Hey, now,” Liathan grumbled. “Don’t worry, now, they’re not the enemy.”



There was a hard note in his voice that told me he said those words as much for the soldiers’ benefit as for the kids’.



Catigern took the opportunity to cut things short before they grew any worse.



“Well,” he said, “we must not take up any more of your time, especially as you have to be on your way before it gets too dark.”



“Yeah,” I said. “It was nice to meet you, Catigern.”



“You too, Elliot.” Catigern smiled at me.



I wished he didn’t have such a prime dickhead for a father. Or a brother. We might have been friends under different circumstances.



Catigern nodded to the villagers, bowed to Bedwyr and Gwallmai, and then turned back to his horse. He swung into the saddle and gathered up the reins.



“Come on!” he ordered in a sharp voice.



Vortimer threw one last scowl at me and another contemptuous stare at Gwallmai before he mounted his horse as well. He kicked his mount forward until he was next to his brother, and the rest of the soldiers followed them.



“Good luck!” Catigern called to us, and then he nudged his horse forward.



The soldiers clattered away down the road toward Durovernum. The sun flashed off their armor, and their horses’ hooves raised a cloud of dust that billowed out behind them.



I watched them until they were out of sight.



Then I released my breath in a long sigh and turned to the others.



“How are we doing?” I called out. “Is everyone okay? No one’s hurt?”



“As happy as ticks on a horse’s ass,” Gwallmai replied.



“We’re fine,” Beric said. “And so are Vetch and Clover.”



He’d gone to his cow, Clover, and was soothing her by scratching behind her ears. Both cows had gone through the attack entirely unbothered by it all and had drifted off the road to munch at the coarse grass growing closer to the trees.



Vetch had followed Clover back to the road, and she was standing contentedly by the other cow’s side. But her lead rope dangled down into the dirt.



“Where’s Cai?” I asked.



“And Donal?” Bedwyr said. “And Belen and Faolan?”



“Liathan?” I demanded. “Did you see Cai and his friends in the woods?”



“No.” The big blacksmith shook his head. “Everyone I met came back here with me. This is everyone I could find.”



“Fuck,” I muttered under my breath.



Cai and three of his friends were lost in the woods.
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 Chapter 6



“I knew it,” Gwallmai announced in a grimly satisfied voice. “I knew that little turd was going to cause problems.”



“He probably didn’t do it on purpose,” I sighed. “He was probably just scared and ran away without thinking.”



Gwallmai sniffed like Cai had gone missing on purpose just to offend her.



I didn’t like to think the kid would have taken this opportunity to cut loose from the rest of the party, but at the same time, I couldn’t discount the possibility. Cai had given the impression that he was just waiting for an opportunity to leave us all behind.



Still, even if he had, I needed to do my due diligence and search for the little bastard. Even if he had decided he would be better off living in the woods, I wasn’t sure the three kids who’d gone with him would agree once it started to get dark.



Donal, Belen, and Faolan were younger than Cai, and they hung on his every word like all the other kids who’d lost their parents. I couldn’t blame them for latching onto him in the wake of having lost their families to the Saecs’ brutality.



The problem now was finding them before it got dark.



I divided the villagers into three parties. Those who were too old or injured to search stayed on the road with the luggage and livestock, and I stationed Liathan there to guard them. The rest of us split up and went with either Bedwyr or Gwallmai and me to comb through the woods on both sides of the road.



“Cai!” I shouted as loud as I could. “Cai! Donal! Belen! Faolan!”



My voice rang out through the trees and mingled with the cries of the other searchers. We went up and down the treeline until we were so far from the road, I called a halt.



“They couldn’t have gone this deep into the trees,” I said in a frustrated voice. “The road is too far away now.”



“Surely they’d know not to run away?” Gwallmai asked with a frown.



“They might not have been thinking clearly,” I said. “If they were scared, they might have just run for it in blind panic.”



Gwallmai’s heavy, dark eyebrows pulled together, but she stayed remarkably silent.



We searched for as long as I dared, but eventually I knew we couldn’t delay any longer. I called for everyone and led them back to the road where Bedwyr’s party was already gathered.



“Any luck?” I called out to her.



She shook her head. “We didn’t go very deep into the woods in case we got lost as well.”



“Wise move.” I exhaled in frustration. “We can’t delay for too much longer. We have to get moving to avoid camping here on the road tonight.”



“But we can’t leave the children behind.” Bedwyr chewed on her lower lip.



“Okay,” I sighed. “I have an idea. Bedwyr, do you remember the way to the fort?”



“Of course,” she said.



“Then you go on,” I said. “Take everyone and head for the fort. If you hurry, you should be able to make it before nightfall.”



“And what will you do?” she asked.



“I’ll stay here and search for the kids,” I said.



“Not by yourself!” Bedwyr’s hazel eyes widened. “I know you can handle yourself, Elliot, but even so.”



Even with everything else going on, seeing her concern for me warmed my heart. In the middle of my anxiety about finding the children and getting the rest of the villagers to safety, the concern in Bedwyr’s lovely eyes made a calmness form inside me that soothed my mood like a healing balm.



I smiled at her in a reassuring way, but before I could speak, Gwallmai butted in.



“I’ll help,” she said. “I’ve been mean enough about the little shit, I should probably start being helpful instead.”



“I was just about to ask,” I said with a chuckle.



“If you find him, you’re not to scold him or shout at him,” Bedwyr told Gwallmai in a stern voice. “Remember–”



“He’s a traumatized child, I know, I know.” Gwallmai sighed. “I do know. The goddess just didn’t bless me with a lot of patience.”



“Just don’t call him a little shit,” I advised. “Or a sulky turd, or an imp, or–”



“Alright, alright!” Gwallmai held up a hand in protest and heaved a deep sigh. “I promise to be sweet.”



“Is that even physically possible for you?” Bedwyr teased her.



“I am so sweet!” Gwallmai protested with a grin. “You just watch me.”



“Alright, then.” I nodded, and then I pitched my voice louder so everyone in the group could hear. “That’s decided. Gwallmai and I will stay here and look for the children. Bedwyr will take everyone else on to the fort. Hopefully, we’ll be able to catch up with you soon. Is that alright with everyone?”



The villagers nodded, but then a man stepped forward out of their ranks. I’d seen him a few times before, but he was always very quiet and kept to himself. From the hollow look to his cheeks, he’d been ill recently, and I guessed the cause of it when I saw the bandages wrapped around the stump of his upper arm. He’d lost the limb above the elbow. It was a massive injury, especially when dealt with by village medicine, and I was surprised he was so mobile.



“I want to stay as well,” he said.



I couldn’t remember what the guy’s name was, but Bedwyr spoke first.



“Cadwal.” Her voice was soft with sympathy. “Elliot will find Faolan. You can trust him.”



“I know.” The man cleared his throat. “But I… I need to stay and look for him. He– I haven’t been there for him. And I–”



He swallowed hard and clenched his jaw.



“Faolan is your son?” I asked in surprise. “I thought–”



“Yes.” A bitter smile twisted the man’s lined, pale face. “Cai’s friends and followers are the homeless children in the village. The ones who have lost their families. I suppose Faolan feels that is true for him as well.”



“Cadwal, you’ve been ill,” Bedwyr protested. “You went through something horrific, you–”



“And so did Faolan.” He shook his head. “I lost my wife and my arm. But Faolan lost his mother. And he lost his father as well. I’ve neglected the boy. I couldn’t–”



He stopped himself, and he swallowed hard again.



“You don’t need to explain,” I said.



My heart clenched with sympathy for him. It was true, he’d had a son who needed him. But the guy had gone through a massive trauma, and he’d had to deal with that in a society that didn’t really understand concepts like PTSD or survivor’s guilt.



“It’s nobody’s fault,” I continued. “Not yours or your son’s. Blame Vortigern, blame the Saecs, but don’t blame yourself.”



Cadwal’s white, weary face seemed to grow even whiter. He chewed hard on his lower lip, and I knew the guy was fighting back tears.



I turned my attention away from him so he had a chance to get a hold of himself without being gawked at.



“Okay,” I said. “Gwallmai, Cadwal, and I will stay here and look for the kids. Everyone else goes with Bedwyr. Okay?”



“Okay,” Liathan echoed with a nod.



I smothered a grin at the modern phrase coming out of the blacksmith’s mouth.



Gwallmai and I went through our packs and made sure we had everything we would need in case we had to camp in the forest overnight. We already had our bedrolls tied up on our shoulders with unused waterskins, and Bedwyr went through the supplies and found us a few pieces of dried meat and some apples we could spare.



She tucked half a loaf of bread into my pack as well, and when I protested, she shook her head.



“You’ll need your strength,” she told me. “If all goes well, we’ll be at the fort before nightfall, and there are enough supplies there to feed us all tonight. Hopefully, the chickens will have carried on laying while we were gone, and we have that sack of grain Gwallmai brought with her.”



“But–” I began.



“No,” Bedwyr told me in a stern voice. “No one here will begrudge you half a loaf. You’re going out there to find their children.”



Gwallmai had been watching our interaction with an odd frown on her face, but when I looked over at her, she shrugged her shoulders.



“We will need it,” she pointed out. “Only the goddess knows how long we’ll be out here.”



“Okay,” I conceded, and I didn’t protest when Bedwyr added three more apples to my pack as well.



I checked the tinderbox I’d started carrying around with me. It was a small, simple, metal box, and inside it were a pair of firestones and an amount of tinder I’d gathered from dried grass, wood shavings, and pieces of old birch bark. I checked the box was full of tinder, and slid it into my pocket.



With food, fire, water, and bedding all taken care of, we were ready to go.



Bedwyr took the lead, and Gwallmai, Cadwal, and I stood and watched the party of villagers move slowly off down the road.



“Alright.” I squared my shoulders. “Gwallmai and I already searched the woods on the southern side, so we’ll go over the northern side.”



“Didn’t Bedwyr already search there?” Cadwal asked.



“She did,” I replied. “But we’ll be able to look at it with fresh eyes.”



“And if we don’t find anything?” Gwallmai asked.



“Then we search the south side again.” I tried to speak with more determination than I felt.



Gwallmai and Cadwal nodded and followed me as I led the way into the woods.



The trees there were about the same as the ones on the other side of the road. They were tall and slender things with straight, spreading branches that rustled with dark-green leaves. It was shadowy in their midst, and the air smelled fresh. They grew at enough of a distance from each other that it wasn’t hard to push our way through, and the bushes and plants that grew in the area were pretty low to the ground, so we were able to get a decent view of the surrounding areas as well.



“Faolan!” I shouted. “Cai! Donal! Belen!”



“Faolan!” Cadwal called. “Son!”



“Cai!” Gwallmai yelled. “Where are you?”



Our voices rang out through the trees. There were places where the vegetation grew so thin that it was basically scrubland, and I spied what looked like a clearing up ahead. I hurried toward it with Gwallmai and Cadwal following.



There was a strip of bare land pocked with the remains of old tree stumps, clumps of thorny plants and brambles, and tall scraggly dry grass. There were more of the thin trees a little way up ahead on the other side of the clearing.



“Faolan!” Cadwal shouted.



His voice cracked, and when I glanced at him, I saw the sweat standing out in beads on the guy’s forehead. He was swaying a little on his feet.



“Here.” I went to his side and grabbed his arm. “You need to sit down.”



“No, I– Faolan!” The man’s voice was so loud it made my ears ring.



But then I heard an answering scream.



“Da!” A small boy burst out of the trees up ahead of us.



He cannoned into his father and almost sent him flying, but then the two of them were clinging to each other.



“Oh, Da, I was lost,” Faolan sobbed. “I didn’t mean to run away, I was just scared, I didn’t think about where I was going, and then Cai said if you were dead, we should try to get away before we were killed, too, but I couldn’t bear if you were dead–”



His father crushed him into a hug with his good arm. His voice was trembling.



“You’re safe,” he choked out. “You’re safe, you’re safe, nothing else matters.”



My own throat felt a little bit tight as I watched the tender reunion between father and son.



Cadwal finally looked up at me with his eyes shimmering with unshed tears.



“Thank you,” he whispered in a broken tone.



“I’m just glad we found you, Faolan.” I smiled down at the boy. “You’ve got a very brave dad, you know that? He insisted on coming with us to find you.”



“He did?” The boy looked up at his father with an expression of awe on his face.



Cadwal ruffled Faolan’s hair with a gentle hand.



“Faolan,” I said. “We’re still trying to find Cai, Donal, and Belen. Do you know where they went?”



“Into the forest.” Faolan pointed back the way he’d come. “They ran into the forest back there.”



Great.



It looked like the rest of our rescue mission wasn’t going to be as straightforward.



“Okay.” I nodded. “Cadwal, can you find your way back to the road from here?”



“Yes,” he said without any hesitation.



“Alright,” I said. “You take Faolan and go back to the road. You should be able to catch up with the rest of the party soon enough. Gwallmai and I will stay here and continue searching.”



Faolan slipped his hand into his father’s. The man looked down at his son with a smile, and then he gave me a nod.



“Thank you, Elliot,” he said. “And you, too, Gwallmai.”



“Thank you, Elliot,” Faolan echoed.



The boy looked up at me with a slightly awed expression on his face, and I hoped the encounter had done enough to discourage him from following Cai so blindly.



Gwallmai and I watched until Cadwal and Faolan were out of sight between the trees, and then we turned north.



“Okay,” I said. “Faolan said Cai and the others headed into the forest. I guess we’ve still got a little while to go before we reach it.”



“Maybe.” Gwallmai frowned.



“What do you mean?” I asked.



“Well,” she said slowly, “I don’t know this area of the Cantwara super well. I was living in Durovernum before I heard about you and came to join your army. But I’ve seen maps of this area, and I looked up the route to get to your fort from the city. And there’s no forest anywhere near here.”



“We just came through a bunch of woods,” I objected.



“Woods, yes,” Gwallmai said. “But not a forest.”



“There’s a difference?” I lifted an eyebrow. “Isn’t a forest just big woods?”



“No,” Gwallmai snorted. “Might as well call a puddle a lake. It’s not just the size of the thing, it’s about its–”



She made an inarticulate gesture with her hands.



“Its presence?” I suggested.



“Yes,” she said in a doubtful tone. “I think so. There’s not really a way to describe it. Do you not have forests in Florida?”



“Yeah, sure,” I said. “We have trees. There’s a huge national park called the Everglades, that’s full of trees and plants and stuff.”



“But is it a forest?” Gwallmai persisted.



I hesitated. “I have a feeling the answer is no. They’re, like, wetlands, I think?”



“What’s a wetland?” she asked.



“Land that’s… wet?” I guessed. “I don’t really know.”



“This must be a cultural difference,” she said in a comforting tone. “Don’t worry, there aren’t any forests in Phenixia, either.”



“But you have trees, right?” I asked.



“Of course,” she replied. “But trees aren’t a forest.”



I gave up. I had a feeling this wasn’t something I was going to understand easily. As far as I understood it, a forest was a lot of trees all growing together.



“Okay,” I said. “So, there is a forest up ahead, or there isn’t?”



“There is no forest up ahead,” Gwallmai stated. “Not according to any of the maps I’ve seen, at least.”



“So what do we think?” I asked. “Faolan was confused? Lying?”



“I don’t know.” Gwallmai gave me a dangerous grin. “Do you want to find out?”



I grinned back at her. “Let’s go.”



We walked across the clearing in the direction Faolan had pointed.



The clearing ended, and soon we were back to walking through trees again. But we’d only walked for about five minutes when the trees suddenly changed.



The trees we’d seen before had been thin, young, slender things. Their leaves rustled in the wind overhead like pieces of bright green confetti, and the ground between their trunks had been covered in tough, brown-green grass and dry, dusty earth.



And then, between one step and the next, Gwallmai and I were surrounded by giant trees.



They had trunks that must have been over ten feet in diameter. The bark was dark brown, and crinkled all over with deep ridges and wrinkles like the skin of an incredibly old person. Some of them had branches that started pretty low down on their trunks, and the leaves that grew there were a dark, glossy, emerald-green color. The lowest branches almost brushed my head as they stretched out over the ground.



Some of the trees had trunks without any low branches. They just shot up into the sky like pillars of a temple, and the canopy formed by their leaves seemed hundreds of feet from the ground. Only the faintest line of blue sky showed impossibly far away through the dark, shifting canopy.



The wind rustled in the branches, and the leaves shifted and whispered against each other.



The trees creaked, but our feet made no sound as we moved forward, and when I glanced down, I realized it was because the forest floor was carpeted in soft moss.



It grew in shades of green from bright lime to warm olive to deep ivy. It flowed over the huge, knotted roots of the trees that broke out of the ground, and the effect was like watching a video of a river current that had been paused in the middle of the action.



If I looked down at the moss for too long, all the different shades of green mottled together and blurred in front of my eyes until it almost seemed as though the video had been unpaused and the moss flowed in a living stream of green that undulated across the forest floor.



Because that’s what this place was, I realized.



It was a forest.



“Gwallmai.” My voice sounded strange, and I stretched my jaw to make the pressure in my ears pop.



Gwallmai was a few steps ahead of me. I hadn’t even realized that I’d paused until she turned around.



“I get it now,” I said. “This is a forest, isn’t it?”



“Yes.” She nodded. “It is. And it’s not meant to be here.”



“So what does that mean?” I asked her. “Magic?”



“I guess so?” She shrugged. “I don’t know much about magic, to be honest with you.”



“But you’re sure this forest isn’t on any of the maps?” I pushed.



“Yes, I’m sure about that.” She nodded. “Unless there are other maps I haven’t seen.”



“Hmm.” I looked around. “Explain to me more about forests here.”



“What do you mean?” she asked.



“Are all forests magical here?” I gestured around us. “Are all Prydanan forests like this?”



“No.” She shook her head. “There are forests without magic. But I suppose forests easily become magical here, the same as lakes do.”



“Lakes are magical as well?” I lifted my eyebrows.



“Not every lake.” Gwallmai grinned. “But they can become magic.”



“Right.” I shook my head. “And this current forest we’re standing in…”



“Probably magic,” she answered.



“So, of course, it’s the place where the kids would get lost,” I sighed.



“It might not be magic,” Gwallmai offered. “There could be a dozen reasons why it’s not on any maps.”



“Could there?” I lifted an eyebrow at her.



“Well…” She grinned. “Maybe not a dozen.”



I shook my head at her in amusement.



We walked on through the forest.



The moss muffled the sound of our footsteps, but the leaves rustled all around us as though they had a life of their own. The trees creaked against each other as though they were stretching ancient bones and preparing to take their first steps in a thousand years.



I tried not to think about things like that and instead focused my energy on calling out the kids’ names.



“Cai!” I yelled.



“Donal!” Gwallmai joined in. “Belen!”



But there was no sign of the kids or anyone else.



There was only the eternal rustling of the leaves and the creak of branches rubbing against each other.



“This is going to sound dumb,” I said to Gwallmai. “But do you feel like the trees are… watching us?”



“No,” she declared. “I feel no such thing.”



I eyed her closely. “I can’t figure out if you’re joking or not.”



“What a fun little mystery.” She flashed me her white-toothed grin, and her green eyes danced merrily. “Just to add to all the other fun little things happening right now!”



I lifted an eyebrow. “Is that what you’re calling this?”



“Well, it’s such a pleasant little jaunt,” Gwallmai said. “I might just lose my mind with how much fun we’re having.”



I decided not to pursue that any further.



It was clear Gwallmai used humor as a coping mechanism, and I guessed I wasn’t going to get a straight answer out of her easily.



And it wasn’t like I didn’t have reservations about our current situation.



I’d thought at first that the colors of the trees were changing to ever-darker shades of green, but when I happened to glance up at the sky, I was alarmed at how dark it was. Night was coming on fast. It felt like we’d only been in the forest for a little while, but it was clear we were going to have to make camp soon.



I glanced over at Gwallmai.



“How are you doing?” I asked.



“Oh, I’m just perfect,” she replied. “Happy as a clam on a seabed.”



“It’s getting dark,” I said. “There’s no point searching for the kids if we can’t see anything, but I hate the thought of them spending the night out here.”



“Don’t worry,” Gwallmai said in a tone that dripped with sarcasm. “You’re forgetting about Cai’s personality. He just lights up every place he’s in.”



I lifted an eyebrow at that, but Gwallmai didn’t seem to notice.



“Should we search for a little bit longer and then make camp?” I suggested.



“Alright,” she said in a chirpy voice. “You’re the king.”



For some reason, that made me frown.



I couldn’t figure out exactly what it was about Gwallmai’s response that had rubbed me the wrong way, and I spent the next few minutes silently turning it over in my head. My eyes still scanned our surroundings for any sign of the missing children, but my mind went over Gwallmai’s words and picked them apart.



It wasn’t just her words. It was her tone and her whole demeanor.



I liked Gwallmai’s sense of humor, but it was feeling more and more like it was a barrier she put up so she didn’t have to care about anything. She joked about Cai’s attitude when I was genuinely worried about the kid, and she hadn’t been willing to engage with me when I mentioned the trees in the forest.



All of it made me feel like she was a person who didn’t care about much.



Which was fine, I wasn’t the kind of person who demanded that everyone share my priorities. But it did make a difference when it came to deciding who I liked to spend my time with.



I’d thought Gwallmai was someone I wanted to make a connection with. Maybe I’d been wrong.



I glanced sideways at Gwallmai and was surprised to see that she was looking at me, too.



Our eyes met.



Despite everything, Gwallmai was very lovely. And especially so in the dusky-green twilight of the forest. The shadowy light made her eyes seem very dark, but luminous, like they were lit from the inside, and the fine features of her face were even more pronounced. The soft little curve of her chin that perfectly completed her full lips and slightly upturned nose. Her thick, straight, dark eyebrows and black, feathery lashes.



For a second, we just stared at each other.



Gwallmai was still in a way that reminded me of an animal caught in the gaze of a predator. She was a deer poised to spring away, or a cat deciding whether to fight or flee. Her brows pulled together in a scowl, but there was a look almost like panic in her eyes.



She swallowed and licked her lips.



“Elliot,” she began.



But then her eyes widened.



“Look!” she exclaimed and pointed behind me over my shoulder.



I turned around.



A little way off through the trees was the flicker of a campfire.



“There’s someone else here!” Gwallmai said in an eager tone. “Maybe it’s the children!”



She almost shoved past me in her hurry. I followed her more slowly. There was a puzzle here that I needed to work out, but I put it to one side and told myself I’d think about it later.



I lengthened my stride to catch up with Gwallmai, and we hurried through the shadows to reach the leaping orange light.



We stepped between two thick tree trunks and found ourselves in a tiny clearing.



It was very small, probably only about twenty feet across. It was hardly large enough to even be considered a lake in my opinion. In the middle of the clearing was a small crackling campfire, and kneeling next to the fire was a young woman.



She looked up in alarm as we stepped into the clearing and immediately jumped to her feet. Her hand went to the leather belt around her waist and snatched out a long knife that she brandished at us.



“Whoa, whoa!” I exclaimed, and I held up my hands in a gesture of peace. “It’s alright, we’re not going to hurt you. We just saw your fire.”



“Leave me alone,” the woman hissed.



She was a striking figure. She crouched by the crackling fire with her knees slightly bent and her knife ready, and the flames’ orange light bathed her in a warm glow. Her skin was white as milk, and she had bright blue eyes that seemed to almost reflect the firelight like a cat’s. Her hair fell in a long, silky black curtain to her waist. She wore a dark blue dress that looked like it was woven out of linen, and although the cut of it was simple, there were lines of black embroidery decorating it at the hem, neckline, and cuffs.



“It’s okay,” I said again. “We’re not going to hurt you. We’re just looking for some missing children. Three boys, have you seen them?”



“No,” the woman snapped. “No, I have not.”



Despite her harsh tone, there was a melodic note to her voice. She spoke with an accent that wasn’t Saec, Prydanan, or Lasgoch. It sounded a little familiar, but I couldn’t place it exactly.



Her bright blue eyes flashed between Gwallmai and me as though she was trying to figure out which one of us was the greater threat. Her fingers tightened on the knife, and she took a quick, almost desperate step forward.



“Calm down,” Gwallmai exclaimed. “We told you, we’re just here looking for some children we lost.”



“You should take better care of your family,” the strange woman hissed.



“Oh, they’re not–” Gwallmai blinked. “They’re not our children. Um. Goddess, no. They’re, uh, members of our village.”



“We’re traveling,” I explained. “Some of the children became scared when we saw some soldiers on the road, and they ran into the woods. One of them came back and told us the others had come in here.”



“I’ve seen no children,” the woman insisted.



“Alright.” I sighed and rubbed the back of my neck. “Well, do you mind if we share your fire? It’ll be safer for the three of us to keep watch together rather than one woman alone.”



“I don’t need your help,” she spat furiously. “I didn’t ask for it, I don’t want it, and I don’t want you here. You should go.”



Almost without having to think about it, I turned instantly to Gwallmai and scowled at her in a warning for her to be quiet.



Gwallmai had already opened her mouth to say something, and I had no doubt it would be unhelpful.



“Alright,” I said. “There’s no need to be rude. You could just say ‘no thank you.’”



The strange woman looked taken aback.



“What–” she stammered. “I–”



“That’s all I’m saying.” I shrugged. “It doesn’t cost anything to be nice.”



The woman opened her mouth and then closed it again. She looked at me like I’d just sprouted an extra head.



“Who are you?” she asked.



“My name is Elliot,” I replied. “This is Gwallmai. And you?”



But before she could reply, something rustled nearby.



There was a grunt and a snuffling, throaty sound almost like a chuckle, and then an enormous beast poked its head out around the nearest tree trunk. Its small eyes locked onto the fire, and then its heavy head swung around to stare at Gwallmai, at the woman, and at me.



Then it charged at us.
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 Chapter 7



The beast headed straight for the woman and would have knocked her down and trampled her if I hadn’t tackled her out of the way in time.



We both went down on the ground, and the woman let out a short, startled scream.



“No!” she cried. “Get off me, get off!”



She wriggled and kicked wildly to get away from me and then crawled on her hands and knees away from the fire.



I flipped over onto my back to see the beast skid to a halt on the spot where the woman had been standing.



It was a gigantic pig. It must have been well over two and a half thousand pounds, and it was built like a tank. From ground to shoulder, it was well over six feet tall and easily measured nine feet long from nose to tail. Its hide was a milky-white color, but its floppy ears were a gingery red.



Massive slabs of muscles moved underneath its pale skin, its short, powerful legs ended in razor-sharp, pointed, dark-yellow feet, and the flat, beige-colored end of its snout was as large as my spread hand. It had a long tail that lashed back and forth like a snake, and the end of it was tufted with dirty-yellow bristles.



It was covered all over in long, pale bristles, and two long, stained, dark yellow tusks curved up out of its lower jaw and almost met in a circle above its flat snout. Its small eyes were a disconcerting blue. The whites showed all around the blue irises, and that gave it an eerily human appearance. When it swung its big head around, those eyes locked onto mine.



With a huffing grunt, the pig charged at me.



It was surprisingly fast.



I rolled out of its path, came up onto my hands and knees, and then leaped to my feet. I pulled out my sword and swung it at the pig.



The beast tossed its head and caught the blade of my sword on its tusks. The impact rang out, and the pig squealed in fury and backed away from me.



Gwallmai was on the other side of the clearing. She drew her sword and lunged at the pig as well, but it turned and met her blade with its tusks. Gwallmai drew back her sword and swung again, but this time the pig tossed its head and managed to catch the blade of her weapon between its tusks.



The edge of Gwallmai’s sword bit into the pig’s snout, and it let out a furious squealing roar, then jerked its head at an angle. The force tore the sword out of Gwallmai’s hand, and the pig tossed its head and sent the weapon flying into the campfire.



Gwallmai let out a cry of dismay and rushed forward to retrieve it, but the pig was in the way.



I ran around the side of the campfire while the pig was distracted, and plunged my sword into the pig’s side.



The pig let out a scream that sounded terrifyingly human.



It whirled around, yanked the sword out of my hand, and rushed at me. I ducked out of the way, and its teeth chomped down on the place where I’d been standing. It came at me again with my sword still sticking out of its side and blood pumping out of the wound.



I backed away from it, but the pig rushed at me, and my boot slipped on one of the thick, moss-covered roots from the trees that ringed the clearing. My feet flew out from under me, and I landed on my back with a thud.



“Elliot!” Gwallmai screamed as the pig charged forward.



I rolled out of the path of the monster’s sharp tusks, and I had to roll so far, I almost rolled into the campfire. I yelped and sprang to my feet. And then I saw Gwallmai’s sword still sticking half-in and half-out of the fire.



The blade was in the flames, but the hilt was free. I snatched it up and wheeled around just in time to face the pig as it skidded to a halt, thudded into one of the trees with enough force to make the whole thing shake, and came at me again.



Blood was pouring out of the wound in its side where my sword still stuck out of its body, but it didn’t seem to notice the injury. Its blue eyes were blank with mindless fury, and it squealed as it came for me.



I stepped my left foot forward, then my right, and then I thrust Gwallmai’s sword forward in the fighting maneuver Bedwyr had taught me.



The tip of Gwallmai’s leaf-shaped blade glided over the pig’s curved tusks and sank cleanly into its left eye.



There was a terrible sizzling sound as the hot metal pierced the pig’s flesh. The eyeball burst, and there was more sizzling as drops of blood and fluid splattered out around the sword blade.



The pig let out an agonized scream that was cut short as the sword destroyed its face and found its brain, but the momentum of its charge still carried its huge weight forward. It hit the ground hard, and its tusks plowed a messy furrow into the earth as its massive body was propelled across the ground. I tried to keep hold of the sword, but it was stuck in the pig’s skull, so I had to let go of my grip and leap out of the way as the pig skidded across the clearing.



Then it hit one of the surrounding tree trunks and finally came to a halt. Its massive body fell on its side with a thud that vibrated through the forest floor.



For a long moment, there was no sound apart from my own gasping breath and the crackle of the flames.



Then Gwallmai let out a whoop of triumph.



“Goddess bless us!” she cried. “Elliot! You got it, you killed it!”



She rushed over to me and stared at me with a look of total amazement on her face.



“You were incredible,” she said in a softer tone that made my stomach shiver.



“It was your sword that did it,” I said with a grin.



“I can’t believe it took two swords to slow that monster down,” Gwallmai marveled.



We both went over to look at the pig’s enormous body. The flow of gore had stopped once the pig’s heart ceased beating, but a lazy trickle of bright blood still hadn’t finished its passage down the pig’s heavy side, and more dripped from its stiff bristles onto the grass below.



Now that the monster was stationary, it somehow seemed even bigger than it had before. When it was moving, it was an unstoppable juggernaut of muscle, bristles, and fury. But now that it was dead, it was a gigantic mountain of untamed flesh and meat, a true monster where every detail was rendered even more strange by its huge size.



I wrapped my fingers around my sword hilt, planted my foot against the pig’s side, and heaved. With a grunt of effort, I dragged the sword out of the pig’s body and staggered back a few steps with the sword hanging heavy in my hand. The weapon was smeared with blood up to the hilt, and the handle was stained and sticky with gore.



I wiped the blade on the pig’s bristly side and then pulled up a clump of soft moss to clean the handle.



Gwallmai went to the pig’s head and tried to heave her sword out of its huge skull, but it was stuck fast. I went to her side to add my strength, and together we pulled her sword free.



Gwallmai followed my example by cleaning her weapon on the pig’s fallen body and following it up with handfuls of moss and fallen leaves.



The fire crackled softly, and the sound made me remember the strange woman we’d met.



I’d been so distracted by the fighting that I’d completely forgotten about her after she crawled away, but when I looked around the clearing again, I saw her pressed against the side of one of the trees on the other side of the space. She was standing so still that if it hadn’t been for her blue eyes shining like lanterns in the gloom, she would have blended into the darkness like she was a shadow herself.



“It’s okay,” I called to her. “It’s safe now. You can come out.”



For a few seconds, the woman stayed pressed against the tree and stared at me with an unblinking gaze. Then, after a moment, as though to show it was her choice and nothing to do with what I’d just said, she stepped away from the shelter of the tree and moved back to the fire.



She had a bundle of sticks in her hand that I hadn’t noticed before, and for a moment, I wondered if she was going to use them as a weapon to attack us. But she kneeled down and used one of the sticks to poke at the heart of the fire and nudge the biggest log more firmly back into the center of the flames. It had been displaced by Gwallmai’s sword, and even though the woman didn’t say anything, it still seemed like she was silently blaming us for knocking her fire into disarray.



Her lips were folded tightly together, and she tended to the fire with a level of detail that was so fussy it felt pointed. She arranged the sticks in the flames with great care and avoided looking at us. Finally, the woman rose to her feet and brushed her hands down her dark blue dress. She looked at us coolly. And silently.



I didn’t know what I had expected, but it hadn’t been for her to just stare at us.



“Are you okay?” I asked her. “Are you hurt?”



“I am uninjured,” the woman replied.



“Oh,” I said. “Okay. That’s good.”



The woman just looked back at me. Her lips were pressed together, but it looked like she was chewing on the inside of her cheek at the same time. There was an air of nervousness and tension about her that I couldn’t quite figure out.



“I’m Elliot,” I said. “This is Gwallmai.”



“I know,” the woman replied in a cool voice. “You already told me that.”



“Right,” I said. “I didn’t know if you’d heard me or not.”



“I heard you,” she said.



“And you don’t feel like introducing yourself to us because…?” Gwallmai lifted her eyebrows.



“I do not wish to,” the woman replied. “All I wish is for you to leave me alone.”



I sighed. “Fine.”



“No!” Gwallmai exploded. “No, it’s not fine! Goddess, woman, Elliot just saved your life! You would have been gored or trampled to death by that pig if we hadn’t been here! Elliot put himself in harm’s way to save you, and you’re not even going to thank him?”



“Gwallmai, don’t worry about it,” I said.



“No!” Gwallmai’s voice rose in volume as her outrage grew, and she stalked a furious step closer to the strange woman. “What is wrong with you? We’ve been nothing but nice to you, and you’re treating us like we’re your mortal enemies. I’m not telling you to get on your knees and kiss our hands, but it wouldn’t kill you to say thank you, would it?”



“Gwallmai,” I growled, “that’s enough, let’s go.”



But to my utter surprise, the strange woman suddenly burst into tears.



“I’m sorry.” She pressed her hands to her face and spoke through her fingers. “I just didn’t expect to see anyone here tonight, and I was scared, you frightened me, I didn’t want to be rude, but I didn’t know what to say–”



Gwallmai’s eyes widened in shock at the woman weeping in front of her. Her anger vanished in an instant, and the only expression left on her face was awkwardness and regret.



“I’m sorry,” she said in a stiff voice. “I didn’t mean to upset you.”



She started to move forward, but the other woman cowered away from her and let out a little scream of terror.



“No!” she cried. “Please! Please don’t hurt me!”



Gwallmai’s face flushed a dark red. She stared at the woman in horror.



“I…” she whispered. “I didn’t…”



I put my hand on Gwallmai’s arm, and she flinched violently and turned to me with an agonized look in her green eyes.



“I didn’t mean to upset her,” she whispered. “I didn’t want her to cry.”



“I know,” I said in a quiet tone.



“Please,” the strange woman sobbed. “I just need to be left alone, I have to do my job, and I have to do it right. Please.”



“Okay.” I nodded. “We’re leaving, don’t worry about it.”



I put my hand on Gwallmai’s elbow and guided her out of the clearing.



“Be careful,” Gwallmai blurted out to the woman. “Stay safe.”



“Thank you,” the woman sniffed.



I guided Gwallmai between the trees and away from the little clearing.



Now that we were away from the woman’s campfire, it was clear how late it was. The forest was growing darker all around us, and when I looked up to try and see the sky, I caught glimpses of a dark swathe of rich royal blue. The sun must have set already.



“Let’s see if we can find another clearing,” I said. “We should make camp before it gets so dark we can’t see anything.”



“Mm,” Gwallmai said.



I glanced over at her.



Gwallmai was chewing on her lower lip in a distracted way, and her dark eyebrows were pulled together in a frown.



“Are you okay?” I asked her.



“Mm,” she said again.



That wasn’t an answer, but I decided not to push it. Instead, I turned around in a circle and took stock of the surrounding area.



Behind us, I could still see the warm orange glow of the woman’s campfire lighting up that corner of the forest. All around us were trees, bushes, and more undergrowth. The trees grew so closely together, and they were so big that it was difficult to get a handle on what the surrounding landscape was going to look like until we physically moved and had a look at it.



So I gave a mental shrug, picked a direction, and started toward it.



“Am I a bad person?” Gwallmai burst out.



I halted and turned around.



Gwallmai hadn’t moved from her spot. She looked at me with agonized green eyes.



“I made her cry,” she said, and her voice wobbled a little.



She looked so desolate that my heart went out to her.



“You didn’t mean to,” I said in a soft voice.



“No, but I did.” Gwallmai swallowed. “This is just like yesterday with Bedwyr, when I said that stupid thing about the Prydanan being soft. I don’t know why I can’t just stop and think about what I say before it comes out of my mouth and makes a mess of everything.”



I hesitated. I didn’t want to agree with her and make her feel worse, but at the same time, I didn’t want to lie to her.



“You do have a habit of speaking out,” I said carefully. “That’s not always a bad thing, when you know how to use it carefully. Like when we were on the road earlier. I probably wouldn’t have antagonized Vortimer like you did.”



“But he was being a total ass!” Gwallmai protested. “He was saying the Prydanan people just needed to grow a backbone and…”



“What you said didn’t change his mind,” I said.



“No,” she agreed in a reluctant voice. “But…”



“But what?” I asked. “What would have happened if you’d said nothing?”



Gwallmai was silent for a moment.



Then she drew down a shuddering breath.



“I didn’t want Bedwyr to think I agreed with him,” she said in a low tone. “I felt so bad about what I’d said earlier, and then that horse’s ass was saying basically the same thing as what I’d said, and it sounded so vile coming out of his mouth, I couldn’t bear that that was what I’d sounded like as well.”



I nodded slowly.



“What are you thinking?” Gwallmai burst out. “You’re thinking I’m horrible, aren’t you?”



“No,” I replied. “To be honest, I was thinking about my old job. I saw all kinds of assholes, and the thing I noticed about them was that the things they were angriest about were always things they didn’t like about themselves.”



Gwallmai stared at me in speechless shock.



“How did you do that?” she asked finally.



“Do what?” I frowned a little.



“How did you put your finger on it so precisely?” she demanded. “I’d never thought about it like that before, but it’s true.”



“I think it’s true for everyone,” I replied. “Humans are really self-obsessed creatures.”



“Then I think I am driven mad by myself.” Gwallmai’s voice was low.



I took a step closer to her.



Gwallmai lifted tortured eyes to my face. Her anguished expression made my throat feel tight. She might have had a bad tendency to let any thought she had burst out of her mouth, but she seemed to have a good, kind heart underneath it all.



“Oh, Gwallmai,” I said in a soft tone.



“No.” She shook her head. “I don’t mean that so you feel sorry for me, I mean it just as the truth. I’m– I don’t like myself very much.”



I almost wanted to laugh. “Gwallmai, do you know how cool you are? You’re brave, you’re funny, you’re an amazing warrior, you–”



“I’m an empty shell,” she said.



“No,” I said in a firm voice to hide how much that statement had shocked me. “No, you’re not.”



“I am,” she insisted. “I’m not a good person. I’m just a collection of flaws. I don’t care about anything that I should.”



I studied her face with a keen scrutiny. Her despondent words were oddly close to my own earlier observations about her behavior.



“Why do you think that?” I asked.



“Because I don’t!” she exclaimed, and she made a futile gesture with her hands. “You know on the road earlier, when Bedwyr gave you that extra loaf of bread to take with us?”



“Yeah…” I answered.



“It didn’t even occur to me to refuse it,” she said. “I would have taken it without thinking about it for more than a second. I would have thought, ‘yes, we’re going to need that, so we should take it.’”



I nodded slowly. “What did it make you feel, when you saw me try to give it back?”



“It made me feel like an absolute villain,” she replied in a miserable voice. “Why hadn’t I had the thought to refuse the bread? Why had I so easily accepted it? Why am I so selfish? Why don’t I care about anything beyond myself and my own needs like you and Bedwyr do?”



And it hadn’t been long after that when Gwallmai’s behavior had started to rub me the wrong way. She’d felt like a bad, thoughtless person, so she’d acted like someone who didn’t care, like everything was a joke, and like nothing mattered.



I felt a mixture of triumphant connection at having puzzled out this aspect of Gwallmai’s character and sadness that she was so conflicted about it.



“And then I did the same thing again!” Gwallmai’s voice wobbled. “That poor woman back there thought I was going to attack her because that was basically what I’d already done, only I used my words and not my fists. I can’t be nice, I can’t do anything good.”



I reached out and touched her arm to stop her flow of agonized words.



She looked up at me with eyes that were starting to fill with tears.



“Gwallmai,” I said in a gentle voice. “You’re a good person. You’re not selfish. Look at how upset you were when you realized you’d hurt Bedwyr. Look at how upset you are now. Bad people don’t give a shit if they hurt others.”



“It’s all very well being upset,” she sniffed. “It doesn’t make any difference when I keep on hurting people.”



“That’s true,” I acknowledged. “You can only apologize so many times before it stops meaning anything.”



“But if I were a good person, I wouldn’t have to keep on apologizing,” she whispered.



“Gwallmai,” I said, “being good is a choice you make, and it’s a choice you have to keep on making every damn day. Maybe some things are harder for you than others, but that’s just how it is. Maybe you find it hard to hold back and stay silent. That’s just how you are. Bedwyr finds it hard to speak up sometimes, and it can be frustrating when she holds things back and doesn’t communicate.”



Gwallmai let out a little sigh. “I think that’s a better thing to struggle with, to be honest.”



“I don’t know,” I said with a chuckle. “It makes it hard to pin her down when she’s upset about something and insists everything is fine. I like to know where I stand. That’s what I like about you. You’re so open about everything, I know there are no games with you.”



“I have to say what I think,” she admitted. “It feels so wrong to keep secrets.”



“There you go,” I said with a smile. “That’s one of your virtues.”



“A virtue?” She shook her head. “My tongue has always been my flaw.”



“It all depends on how you use it,” I said. “Like everything. It can be a strength or it can be a weakness.”



My hand was still on her arm, and I squeezed gently to add emphasis to my words.



“You’re a good person, Gwallmai,” I told her.



“I want to be one,” she whispered. “I want to be someone who cares and who always says the right thing.”



“That comes with practice,” I said with a chuckle. “Believe me. It’s a skill that can be learned. Perhaps it comes more naturally to some people than to others, but that doesn’t make it out of reach. You just need to practice.”



“Practice.” She nodded and took a quick breath. “I can do that.”



“I know you can.” I smiled at her in an encouraging way.



I began to lift my hand from my arm, but she half-lifted her own hand, as though to keep mine there. Our fingers met and twined around each other.



Gwallmai’s palm was cool and callused. The tips of her fingers stroked against the backs of my knuckles. Our wrists grazed against each other, and Gwallmai’s skin there was so unexpectedly soft it was startling.



I looked down at our joined hands, and then I lifted my eyes to her face.



Gwallmai’s lips were a little parted, and she gazed at me through the growing shadows with a softness I’d never seen on her face before.



My eyes studied her features, the softness of her full lips, the straight dark lines of her eyebrows, and the sculpted curve of her nose and chin. The shadows gathered in her throat like a scarf, and I wanted suddenly to reach out and trace the journey of her jawline where it softened into the arch and swoop of her throat.



I could have stared at her like that for hours.



But then a sudden, harsh yowling sound split the still forest air.



We both jumped in shock. I knew a moment of disappointment as our hands parted from each other, and then I whirled around as the sound came again.



“What the hell was that?” I demanded.



“I don’t know.” Gwallmai’s eyes searched the surrounding trees.



The noise came again. It sounded a bit like a baby wailing or a deranged Swiss goatherd yodeling.



I didn’t know what the sound was, but I could tell it was coming from the clearing we’d left not long before.



“The clearing,” Gwallmai gasped.



We broke into a run and charged back the way we’d come.



I slowed as we got closer to the clearing, and I threw out my arm to stop Gwallmai from hurtling headlong into the unknown.



“We don’t know what it is yet,” I hissed.



Gwallmai immediately slowed, and we crept closer to the trees and peered around the trunk of one massive specimen.



The clearing looked the same as when we’d left it. The small campfire was still burning away, and the body of the giant pig was still slumped against the tree it had cannoned into.



The woman was standing by the edge of the fire. Her slender body was rigid with tension.



“What’s she doing?” Gwallmai whispered in my ear. “Did she make that noise?”



I shrugged silently.



But then my eye caught a sudden movement, and I gripped Gwallmai’s arm to get her attention.



The pig’s body was twitching.



It was lying on its side with the spot where I’d stabbed it facing upward. The pig’s white sides were stained brown with oxidizing blood, and the edges of the stab wound looked black in the thickening shadows.



Something suddenly bulged underneath the pig’s bristly hide.



Gwallmai sucked in her breath at the sight.



The sword wound in the pig’s side began to flex, and the edges of the raw flesh lifted. It looked like a time-lapse of a flower bud opening, only much grosser.



The yowling, yodeling sound came again. It climbed in volume and pitch, and as it reached a crescendo, the wound in the pig’s side exploded open, and a huge black cat leaped out from inside the carcass.



It was as big as a Great Dane, and its black fur was slicked against its sides with blood and bits of the pig’s insides. A meaty string of flesh clung to the underside of the cat’s belly, and shreds like pulled pork fell from its massive paws. Its orange eyes locked onto the woman standing by the fire. It opened its mouth to reveal rows of razor-sharp white fangs, and its weird, singsong yell burst out of it again.



My hand went to my sword and drew it.



Gwallmai and I stepped into the clearing, but as we did so, the woman moved. She shot out her hand and sent a bolt of bright purple energy out of her palm.



It hit the cat in the center of its chest, and the creature was sent flying backward with the force of it. It slammed against the pig’s carcass and fell down next to it, where it laid completely still.



Smoke rose from its black fur, and an unpleasant smell of burning hair filled the air.



It was all over in the few seconds it had taken Gwallmai and me to step into the clearing.



The woman looked up with a startled expression on her face that soured into a frown when she saw us.



“Excuse me?” Gwallmai blurted out and then clearly controlled herself and took a deep breath.



“No, you know what?” I looked at Gwallmai and then back at the strange woman. “I agree with you, Gwallmai. What the fuck?”



“I told you I didn’t need your help,” the woman said with a scowl.



“That was magic, wasn’t it?” I gestured to the dead cat. “You killed it with magic. You’re an enchantress.”



“What if I am?” she hissed.



“You couldn’t have helped us out with the pig?” I demanded.



“I didn’t ask you to kill it,” she flared. “I wanted you to go away.”



“So you were happy to let us get killed by it?” Gwallmai exclaimed.



The strange woman shrugged. “You wouldn’t have been in any danger if you’d done what I asked and left me alone.”



“Hold on.” Gwallmai stepped forward angrily. “You weren’t scared earlier at all, were you? You just wanted me to stop shouting at you!”



The woman gave her a satisfied smile. “Yes.”



“I can’t believe you!” Gwallmai sputtered. “You– you–”



“Who are you?” I asked the woman. “What are you doing here?”



The woman’s smile turned into a snarl. She bared her teeth at us as though she was the cat she’d just killed, and in one quick movement, she turned and fled through the trees.



Gwallmai and I leaped after her.



The enchantress wove through the trees and ducked and dove to get away from us. The forest seemed to be getting darker by the second, and I kept losing sight of her.



A wailing cry broke through the air.



I stumbled to a halt as the cry came again. Gwallmai stopped as well, and we looked at each other in recognition.



“The children,” she gasped.
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 Chapter 8



We followed the sound of crying through the growing darkness.



Part of me regretted not being able to pursue the enchantress, but finding the kids was my first priority.



“Cai!” I shouted. “Donal! Belen! Where are you? It’s Elliot and Gwallmai!”



“Elliot?” a thin, scared voice called out.



My head swung around to find the sound.



“This way!” Gwallmai hurried forward through the trees.



There was a clump of bushes there, and she knelt down to peer underneath it.



I joined her, and the scared faces of Donal and Belen stared back at us.



“There you are!” I exclaimed as my heart gave a great thud of relief. “Oh, my god, we’ve been looking everywhere for you guys!”



“Elliot!” Donal crawled out from underneath the bush.



Belen came after him. Neither of the boys had been that friendly toward me before. They’d both spent most of their time hanging around with Cai, but I was so relieved to see them that I pulled them both into a crushing bear hug. I’d half-expected them to try to wriggle free, but instead, they clung to me, and Belen smothered a sob against my stomach.



I wrapped my arms around them and closed my eyes for a second. They were found. They were safe, and alive, and we’d found them.



Both boys had dirty, tear-streaked faces, and their clothes were torn and ripped and smeared with soil. Belen had a fresh scratch down one cheek, and I knelt down to look at it.



“How did this happen?” I asked him as I gently examined the injury.



“On the bush,” he whispered. “When we crawled underneath it.”



“Well, it doesn’t look too bad,” I said. “I’ll need to clean it to make sure it doesn’t get infected, but it’s not deep.”



Belen’s lower lip trembled, and I squeezed his shoulder in a firm grip. Both he and Donal were only about eight years old, and they’d already gone through enough misadventures to last them a lifetime.



“Don’t worry, son,” I told him in a reassuring tone. “It’s okay, now, you’re safe. We’re going to take you back to the others. Where’s Cai?”



“He went with the lady.” Belen sniffed and wiped his nose on the back of his wrist.



I looked quickly at Gwallmai, who scowled.



“What lady?” I asked. “Was she very pretty?”



“Yes.” Donal nodded vehemently. “Very pretty.”



“She wasn’t that pretty,” Gwallmai muttered under her breath.



“Blue eyes,” Belen whispered. “She had blue eyes. And she told Cai to go with her because he could help her, but we were too little to help, so we had to stay here.”



I frowned. “Did the lady say how she wanted Cai to help her?”



“She just said if we helped her, she’d help us get home,” Donal said. “And Cai said he’d go with her, so she took his hand, and they went away.”



“How long ago was that?” Gwallmai asked.



“I don’t know.” Donal shook his head. “It was dark, I think. But I don’t know how long we were under the bush for.”



“Hours and hours and hours,” Belen whispered.



I looked at Gwallmai and got to my feet.



“If she took Cai and left him somewhere, then maybe that’s where she was heading,” I said.



Gwallmai nodded. “If we follow the direction she was running, we might find Cai.”



“Exactly.” I looked down at the two boys. “Donal. Belen. I’m going to have to ask you to do a very brave thing. Can you do that for me?”



Donal nodded.



Belen bit his lower lip and swallowed hard, but he nodded as well.



“I want you to crawl back underneath the bush,” I said. “Stay there, be very quiet, and don’t come out until Gwallmai or I come back here for you.”



“Elliot,” Belen whimpered. “Don’t go.”



“I’m sorry.” My heart twisted at the tremulous note in the little boy’s voice. “I have to go find Cai. But as soon as we find him, we’ll bring him back here, and we can carry on to the fort. That’s where all the others are right now, so as soon as we find Cai, we can join them.”



Belen sniffed, and Donal reached for the other boy’s hand.



Donal’s face was pale, but he gave me a stern nod.



“We’ll do what you say, Elliot,” he said.



“Good man.” I put my hands on both of the boys’ shoulders and squeezed. “Both of you are being incredibly brave right now. And I promise I’ll come back and get you both.”



“You swear it?” Belen’s voice was tiny.



“I swear it,” I said. “I give you my word as king.”



Belen sniffed again, but then he nodded.



Donal tugged on his hand, and the two boys crawled back into the bushes.



Gwallmai pointed off between the trees. “She was going that way.”



“Okay.” I nodded, and we started walking quickly through the forest in the direction Gwallmai had indicated.



“What do you think she’s doing here?” Gwallmai asked me in a low voice. “This woman.”



“Well, she’s an enchantress,” I said. “She can use magic. It’s probably not a coincidence that she’s in an enchanted forest right now. Maybe she lives here all the time, and she only appears when the forest does.”



“Or she came here for a specific errand,” Gwallmai mused. “A magical errand.”



“She did seem like she was on edge about something,” I agreed. “Which would make sense if she was here to do something, or if she was waiting for something to happen. She really wanted us to leave her alone, and that makes me think whatever her errand is, it’s something secret.”



“And she was alone,” Gwallmai pointed out. “It’s like you said to her, it would be far safer for her to have company. But she came to an enchanted forest alone without any guards or companions.”



“So either she doesn’t have anyone else in her life who she could bring with her,” I said, “or whatever she’s up to is so secret, she doesn’t want anyone else to know about it. Or both.”



We walked in silence for a little while longer.



“I can’t believe she made me feel so bad about being rude to her!” Gwallmai burst out. “I had a proper crisis of guilt and everything!”



“You did,” I agreed with a chuckle. “But we had a good conversation as a result of it, so it wasn’t entirely a bad thing.”



“Still,” Gwallmai muttered darkly. “Manipulative, secretive wench.”



I chuckled again.



“Do you think she knew who you were?” Gwallmai asked suddenly.



“I don’t think so,” I replied with a thoughtful frown. “I mean, how could she have known?”



“Enchantresses have their ways,” Gwallmai said. “And I keep thinking about how she didn’t lift a finger to help us fight off that pig.”



“She took the cat out without blinking an eye,” I agreed. “So, what, do you think… maybe she called up the pig to attack us?”



“Maybe,” Gwallmai said. “Or it was just a coincidence, and she decided not to help us because she wanted us dead.”



“But why?” I asked. “Because she wanted us dead specifically, or she just didn’t want any witnesses to whatever secret thing she’s up to?”



“That’s the question.” Gwallmai shrugged.



“Hm.” I pondered the matter for a little while.



By now, it was definitely night. The sky above us was a dark navy sprinkled with stars, but the trees were crowded too closely together to allow any moonlight to make its way through the foliage.



I paused after I almost tripped over a tree root for the second time.



“We can’t go on like this,” I said with a huff of frustration. “We’re going to need a torch.”



“What if the enchantress sees us coming?” Gwallmai asked.



“Better that than falling down a ravine or tripping over a boulder and breaking our necks,” I replied. “Besides, I’m pretty sure she’s already on the alert for us coming after her. She knows we’re looking for missing children, so she’s bound to guess we’ll be coming after Cai.”



Gwallmai nodded. “I can make a torch for us to see by.”



“Really?” I asked in surprise. “Okay, what do you need?”



“A thick branch.” Gwallmai took her pack down from her back and began to rummage through the contents. “About as long as your arm and as wide as your wrist.”



I bent down and began to search along the forest floor for a suitable branch. There were plenty of smaller, thinner options, but it took a little while before I found the right one. I went back to Gwallmai with a thick branch and handed it to her.



“Now what?” I asked.



Gwallmai had some rags and a small pot in her hand. She smeared the rags with the stuff from the pot and then wrapped them around the top of the branch until they formed a thick wad of cloth about half a foot wide.



“Can you make a spark?” she asked me.



I nodded and got out my tinderbox. Gwallmai held the torch as I took the firestones and struck them against each other until a shower of sparks fizzed brightly in the darkness. They landed on the cloth-wrapped branch, and with a low whomp, the torch burst into flame.



“Euge!” Gwallmai cheered.



“Yoo-gay?” I repeated in confusion.



“Euge,” she explained. “It’s what you say when your team wins at chariot racing or your favorite fighter triumphs in the arena.”



“Oh, right.” I nodded. “Euge.”



I lifted the torch above my head, and its smoky orange flame illuminated the surrounding trees. It also made the shadows seem even more prominent, and as we walked on, it was somehow more creepy than it had been when we were walking in the darkness.



“Where did the rags come from?” I asked Gwallmai as a way of taking my mind off of things.



“They’re my spare bloodtime rags,” she explained with a grin.



“Ingenious,” I grinned. “And what about the stuff in the pot?”



“It’s for my hair.” She lifted one shoulder in a shrug, but she was still smiling. “It’s a vanity, but I love putting hair oil on after a good hot steam.”



“Well, it certainly was useful for us,” I said with an approving look up at the torch. “We can actually see where we’re going now.”



We moved onward in the same direction for a little while longer, and privately, I was starting to doubt whether we were actually going to find the woman at all. It was so dark, and the forest was enormous, not to mention magical. We were following a fleeing woman’s path, and there was nothing to suggest she hadn’t started off in one direction and then doubled back on herself as a way of throwing us off her trail.



But just as I was about to voice my thoughts to Gwallmai, I spotted a strange light up ahead.



I pointed it out to Gwallmai and then put a finger to my lips to gesture for her to be silent.



The light was a pale, milky glow, and I couldn’t tell what kind of light source it emanated from. It seemed to shift in the atmosphere and almost sparkled at times before dying down again. The haze of it spread out through the tree trunks and turned everything in its path a ghostly, ethereal color that sometimes looked silver, sometimes looked purple, and sometimes looked blue.



I let my hand rest on my sword handle as we moved closer to the strange light. The hairs on the back of my neck were standing upright, and there was a weird feeling in the air like nothing I’d ever felt before. When I breathed in, the inside of my nose tickled and burned like I needed to sneeze, and I could smell something dark and heavy, like fresh-turned earth or a large body of water.



All at once, I felt very cold, and when I looked over at Gwallmai, I saw there were tiny silver beads of moisture clinging to the loose strands of hair around her face. She was shivering.



I looked down at the ground, almost expecting to see that we were walking through mud, but instead of wet earth, there was only more moss. It was thicker than it had been before, and it seemed to shine like fine emerald velvet until it looked like something fantastical rather than anything organic.



The light grew closer and closer, and as we stepped between two trees, I finally saw the source of it.



In front of us, in the middle of the forest, was a lake.



Mist curled low over the surface of the water, and the light shone out through the mist in that shining, shimmering glow we’d seen through the trees. The curl of the mist along with the slight movement of the water meant the light shifted and diffused before it seemed to grow brighter and then faded away. The overall effect was like we were at a really weird, silver-themed rave.



The lake was surrounded by trees on all sides. If I’d thought the trees we’d seen before had been big, they were nothing compared to the trees by the side of the lake.



Their trunks were easily twice the thickness of the ones we’d seen earlier, and one specimen looked like its trunk could be close to thirty feet in diameter. Its bark was a deep, rich, red-brown color, and it was craggled and cracked in diamond-shaped formations that ran up and down the trunk. The leaves on the lower branches were several inches wide, pointed at one end, and a deep, glossy, emerald on the top surface, while their undersides were a pale, minty-green hue in the torchlight.



The air was heavy with moisture, and when I pulled it down into my lungs, it felt as though I was taking down a cold drink of water. But at the same time, there was something underneath the cool atmosphere that prickled and tingled inside my nose and stung my eyes. I couldn’t tell what it was or if it was dangerous, but I suspected it was magical.



The torch in my hand smoked and sputtered in the wet air. I frowned, and as I looked up at it, the flame went out.



“Oh, great,” I muttered. “That’s just what we need.”



It was more the weirdness of the torch going out that bothered me. The light reflecting off the lake was more than sufficient to light our way, so the torch had become basically useless as a source of illumination anyway.



I leaned the branch against the tree where we’d come out. At least it would act as a signpost to give us an idea of the way back to find Donal and Belen.



I turned to Gwallmai and found she was looking at the lake with her eyes wide in wonder.



“It’s beautiful,” she whispered.



“It is.” I nodded.



“It’s magical, too,” she said. “Can you feel it? That tingling sensation whenever you breathe in?”



“Yeah,” I said. “Is that magic?”



“I think so,” she said. “I’m not an expert, but I’ve had my fortune told many times.”



“Really?” I asked in surprise. “I didn’t know that.”



“Yes.” She nodded. “I used to go to the street of the enchanters in Durovernum when I lived in the city. Whenever they threw the bones for me, it always felt like this, as though there was something tingling in the air.”



“Huh,” I said in a thoughtful tone. “When I first came here, Bedwyr took me to Durovernum to find an enchanter who could help us discover where Myrthin was.”



“Oh, really!” Gwallmai smiled excitedly. “Who did you see?”



“A scary woman called Medrawt,” I said in a wry tone. “She tried to stab me.”



“Oh.” Gwallmai’s face fell. “Well, they’re not all like that. All of the ones I’ve been to visit have been really nice.”



“I’m sure they are,” I said. “This one was just very intense. She knew who I was, and she’d been trying to find Myrthin herself ever since he disappeared.”



“Medrawt.” Gwallmai wrinkled her brow in memory. “Was she one of the Painted People? From Caledonia?”



“Yeah.” I nodded. “Very tall, old, lots of frizzy gray hair.”



“I think I know who you’re talking about.” Gwallmai shuddered. “I’d seen her around in the street of enchanters, but I never went into her hut. You’re right, she is scary. Did she tell your fortune?”



“She threw the bones for us,” I said.



I remembered the dark interior of Medrawt’s little hut. It had been murky and full of smoke from the hearth in the middle of the floor. The enchantress had sat down on the floor, rocked back and forth, and hummed in a way that had made the hair stand up on the back of my neck. Then she’d emptied out the contents of a little pouch onto the floor.



My mouth twisted in a humorless smile as I remembered the tiny, grotesque objects that had been inside her pouch. Human teeth, animal bones, a few coins, a little ivory tile, a seashell, an acorn, and a tiny phallus made from brown clay.



“What did she say?” Gwallmai asked. “What did she see in the bones for you?”



“I don’t think we actually found that out,” I said. “She was too busy hurling herself at me with a knife.”



“That would put a damper on things,” Gwallmai agreed.



We moved slowly around the edge of the lake. My feet sank into the soft earth, and I was surprised that such unstable ground could support the enormous weight of the huge trees growing here.



Magic, I guessed.



There was no bank to the lake, and instead, the mossy ground turned immediately into loose pebbles that were washed and turned by the slow, steady lap of the lake water. It made a faint, sighing, hushing sound that somehow worked its way into my head. It wasn’t that it was loud; it was just very hard to ignore it. It turned into a kind of white noise, but without blending into the background; instead, it was a constant presence that made my head feel foggy, as though my ears were clogged.



I stretched my jaw to try and make my ears pop, but it didn’t work.



Gwallmai bent down to pick up a pebble from the shore. She showed it to me. It was as pale as milk and covered all over with hair-thin veins of dark red.



It looked weirdly organic, and I wrinkled my nose in disgust. “That looks…”



“Unnatural.” She tossed the stone around in her hand and then dropped it back on the ground. “Like flesh.”



“Yeah.” I looked around at the surrounding trees. “This has to be where the enchantress was heading, right?”



“I would have thought so,” Gwallmai replied. “But where is she?”



I paused for a moment. Gwallmai carried on, but she stopped when she realized I wasn’t following her. She turned around and lifted her eyebrows in a questioning manner.



I frowned a little and tried to concentrate past the sound of the damn lake water rushing over the pebbly shore. I closed my eyes to help me concentrate. And that was when I heard it.



The faint sound of voices.



My eyes flew open.



“Gwallmai!” I hissed. “I hear someone coming, we need to hide!”



Gwallmai bounded over to my side, and we quickly ran away from the shore and back toward the treeline. We crouched down in the shadow of one enormous tree trunk and watched with our eyes wide open to see what was going to happen next.



For a moment, nothing happened, and I wondered if I’d been mistaken. Perhaps the magic of the lake was playing tricks on my senses, and I hadn’t actually heard anything at all.



But almost as soon as I had that thought, Gwallmai gripped my arm tightly. Her body stiffened next to me, and I saw what she’d already seen.



Two figures stepped out of the trees on the opposite side of the lake.



One of them was the enchantress.



The other was Cai.



The enchantress had her hand on Cai’s shoulder, and she seemed to be guiding him. She spoke to him in a low voice, but we were too far away to hear what she was saying to him.



I found Gwallmai’s hand and gave it a quick squeeze.



She looked around at me with wide eyes and then leaned over to put her mouth close to my ear.



“Are we going to get her?” she whispered.



“If we rush out there,” I whispered back, “the enchantress might threaten Cai. We know she has power, so she might hurt him to get us to back off.”



Gwallmai bit her lower lip. “What do we do, then?”



“We need to get closer,” I whispered. “See if we can hear what she’s saying to him.”



“Alright.” She nodded.



We slowly moved away from the tree and stepped further into the edge of the forest so we wouldn’t be visible from the side of the lake. We moved stealthily and swiftly around the perimeter of the lake to reach the place where Cai and the enchantress stood.



I kept the glow of the lake in my eyeline, but in our efforts not to be seen, we were cut off from seeing Cai and the enchantress until we were almost on top of them.



I didn’t realize how close we’d managed to get to them until I moved to one enormous tree and peered slowly around the edge of the trunk. The two figures were only a few feet away from us.



I hailed Gwallmai with a wave of my arm, and she came to stand silently next to me as we observed our targets.



Now that we were so close to them, I didn’t like what I was seeing.



The enchantress had lifted her hand from Cai’s shoulder, but the boy made no attempt to run away from her. I only had a side view of him, and he was standing with his face turned toward the enchantress as he gazed up at her. I couldn’t see what his expression was, but his body language was totally relaxed. His hands hung limply by his sides, his shoulders were slumped, and there was no tension in him at all; nothing to suggest he was afraid or aware of the danger he might be in.



The enchantress took a deep breath that lifted her shoulders. Then she spoke to Cai again.



“Now you know what you are to do, don’t you?” she said in an emotionless voice.



“I must not falter,” the boy replied. “I will be fearless and strong and brave. I will dive beneath the waters and return that which was stolen.”



“Yes.” The enchantress took another deep breath.



Her lovely lips were turned down at the corners, and she didn’t seem to be super happy about what she was doing. She lifted her hand, and for a moment, she hovered it over Cai’s hair, as though she wanted to stroke it. But then she took in a breath that was almost a gasp and lowered her hand to his shoulder.



“For me,” she said. “You will do this for me. Because I love you.”



“You love me,” Cai repeated in a voice that was flat and dead-sounding.



He turned his face to look at the lake, and a thrill of horror rang through me. Cai’s eyes were lit with an eerie purple glow. His irises were illuminated with the same purple magical light the enchantress had used to kill the cat that had clawed its way out of the pig.



He was under her spell.



“Retrieve that which was stolen from me,” the enchantress said.



“I will,” Cai said.



The enchantress lifted her hand from the boy’s shoulder, and he stepped forward to the edge of the lake. He didn’t hesitate when he reached the water and walked straight in. The water swirled around his ankles and then his knees.



The enchantress watched him from the bank. Her hands were clenched into fists, and for a moment, she looked like she might cry.



This was really puzzling. I couldn’t work this woman out. She would take a child’s mind and force him to do her bidding, but she felt bad about it?



Cai was far enough away from the enchantress now that I felt it was safe to intervene.



I leaned over to whisper to Gwallmai about what we should do next. But at that moment, the bottom of the lake must have sharply dropped away because Cai’s head suddenly went underneath the water.



He broke the surface again with a splash. He thrashed about in all directions, and all at once I realized the truth.



Cai couldn’t swim.



He was going to drown.
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 Chapter 9



“He can’t swim!” I hissed to Gwallmai as I leaped out from the side of the tree trunk.



Gwallmai followed me, and we ran to the edge of the lake.



The enchantress saw us and recoiled in horror.



“No!” she cried.



“Gwallmai, get Cai!” I shouted as I drew my sword.



Gwallmai didn’t waste any time. She unbuckled her sword belt and frantically undid the clasp holding her breastplate secure, and she kicked off her boots, took off her pack, and splashed into the water to reach the struggling boy.



I rushed at the enchantress with my sword held high.



The enchantress backed away from the edge of the lake with her hands held up in front of her.



“Don’t come any closer!” she shouted.



“Who are you?” I demanded.



The enchantress threw a panicked look over her shoulder and then snapped out one of her hands toward me. A bolt of purple magic shot from her palm, and I blocked it with the blade of my sword.



The impact jarred all the way up my arm to my shoulder, and there was a smell of hot metal and something else that made my gums itch and the inside of my nose burn.



The enchantress hurled another bolt of magic at me.



I ducked to the side, and the energy hit the trunk of the tree behind me with a roar. Chips of bark flew in every direction, and I threw up my arm to protect my face as pieces of wood hit my jacket and stung the side of my neck.



The tree groaned loudly.



Smoke curled up from the deep gash in its trunk, and if I’d doubted the impact of those purple bolts, it was clear now how dangerous they were.



“Just leave me alone!” the enchantress cried.



Her voice broke and wavered, and for a moment, she sounded like a lost child.



“Who are you?” I demanded. “Why are you here?”



“Just leave me alone!” she screamed.



Another bolt of magic sizzled in her palm, and I threw up my sword just in time to deflect it with my blade and send it thudding into the tree behind me again.



“He could have died!” I shouted back at her. “You’re using a lost kid to do your dirty work!”



“It’s just an enchantment, he’ll be fine.” She stumbled back from me with one palm flung out at me.



“He can’t swim!” I roared. “Did you ever think about that?”



The enchantress halted.



She stood very still and stared at me. Her brilliant blue eyes were frozen in horror.



“He can’t swim?” she whispered.



“Oh, now you care?” I snapped.



“I didn’t want him to get hurt!” she shouted back. “I never wanted anyone to get hurt!”



“Then, how about you don’t go around enslaving helpless children?” I retorted.



She shrank back and stared at me. “I…”



“What are you doing here?” I demanded. “What’s in the lake that could possibly be worth a child’s life?”



“He wasn’t supposed to get hurt!” Her voice rose into a raw-throated scream.



She shot out her hand and sent another bolt of magic at me, but her aim was off, and the shot went wide and blasted into the tree again.



With a final creaking, squeaking groan, the tree began to sag forward over the splintered wound in its trunk.



“No!” the enchantress screamed.



She clenched her fists and let out a wild shriek that rang in my ears like a siren. For a second, my vision went black, my heart pounded, and there was a ringing inside my skull.



The enormous tree began to topple toward the ground, and I hurled myself away out of its path.



The enchantress fled as well and ran away from me like a hunted rabbit.



I abandoned the idea of pursuing her and ran back toward the shore of the lake. The whole world seemed covered in scattered shadows as the giant tree sagged down. It creaked in a way that was closer to a scream, and then with a tortured, tearing, ripping sound, the top half of the tree cracked and fell to the ground.



The thud was so loud, the impact of it shook my whole body, and I stumbled to my knees on the pebbled shore.



“Elliot!” Gwallmai cried.



I raised my head and saw her struggling in the water with Cai. She was trying to drag him back toward the shore, but he was struggling so much, she couldn’t get a grip on him.



I kicked off my boots, dropped my pack and my weapons on the shore, and then waded in to help her.



“He won’t stop fighting me,” Gwallmai gasped as I reached them.



I’d thought Cai was fighting for his life, but as I grabbed him and tried to tow him back to safety, I realized he was fighting to get away from me. His hands clawed at the water, and his arms and legs thrashed wildly. I was still just about in my depth, but Cai was struggling so much that he was pulling us further into the deeper parts of the lake.



“Retrieve what was lost,” he choked out. “Retrieve–”



“He’s still enchanted,” I gasped. “Fuck. Can you grab his legs and keep them still?”



Gwallmai swam around and then dove under the water to capture Cai’s wildly thrashing legs. She forced them underneath her armpit, and I locked one of my arms firmly around Cai’s chest under his chin.



“Retrieve!” the boy gurgled. “Be strong!”



“Okay, okay,” I wheezed out.



I struck out for the shore, and together, Gwallmai and I managed to haul the struggling, gasping Cai back onto dry land.



But even then, he didn’t give up. As soon as his feet found the ground again, he tried to charge straight back into the water. He was unnaturally strong, and even more so on the land, and eventually, Gwallmai and I had to pin his arms and legs to the ground to hold him down.



“What are we going to do with him?” Gwallmai gasped. “How do we stop this?”



But even as she spoke, the eerie purple light left Cai’s eyes.



His head flopped down onto the pebbles, and his struggles abruptly stopped. He laid on the ground with his eyes closed. He looked dead, and for one horrific second, I worried the enchantress had committed one more heinous act.



But then he slowly blinked his eyes open and frowned up at us.



“What…” he began in a mumbling voice. “Where am I?”



“Oh, thank fuck.” I released my grip on the boy’s wrists and sagged back against the shore with a grateful gasp of relief.



Cai slowly sat upright and looked around him with a frown on his face. Then he stared down at his soaking wet clothes, and for the first time seemed to recognize who his rescuers were.



His eyes opened wide in alarm, and his face flushed dark red.



“Elliot!” he gasped. “Gw-Gwallmai!”



“A merry song and dance you led us on,” Gwallmai told him.



“I don’t… I don’t remember.” He put his hand to his forehead and frowned. “What… Where are the others?”



His eyes widened in alarm, and he scrambled to his feet.



“I was with Belen and Donal,” he said in a frantic tone. “And Faolan, but Faolan ran off, we have to find him, we have to find the others, we–”



“Calm down, Cai,” I interrupted him. “It’s okay, we found them.”



“Are they safe?” he demanded.



His face was pale under his soaked hair, and his eyes were full of genuine alarm. It pleased me to see he had genuine concern for the other boys. I’d wondered before how he treated his followers, and it was reassuring to see he seemed to genuinely care about what happened to them.



“They’re fine,” I reassured him. “They were hiding when we found them.”



Cai let out a long breath of relief. He looked around at his surroundings with a frown.



“What happened?” he asked.



“What do you remember?” I watched him closely as I asked the question.



Cai frowned. “I remember the horsemen on the road. They were going to attack us, so we ran off the road into the trees. Donal, Belen, Faolan, and me. We ran, and then Faolan started to cry and said he had to go back. He ran off before we could stop him. Belen, Donal, and I could see the forest up ahead, so we ran toward it. We were going to find a place to hide. But then…”



His voice trailed off. His forehead puckered in concentration.



“And then?” I prompted him.



“Then the woman was there,” he said slowly, as though he was working it out as he spoke. “She… she came to me. She touched my hand and…”



Cai’s pale face suddenly flushed dark red. He chewed on his lower lip and stared hard at the ground.



I remembered what we’d overheard the enchantress saying to him. She’d told him she loved him, that he was strong and brave. I could see why that kind of spell would have worked on him, even without magic’s help.



“I remember her speaking.” Cai took a deep, resolute breath. “And then… I don’t know. Things felt nice. I felt safe and warm, and– it felt like my mother was alive again.”



The boy’s voice trembled.



I felt a surge of anger toward the enchantress. Perhaps she hadn’t wanted to hurt him, but she hadn’t thought twice about the emotional impact of what she was doing to him.



I decided that was enough questions for now. The kid had already been through too much for one night.



Gwallmai started to say something, but I shook my head at her and got to my feet. Gwallmai’s dark eyebrows drew together in a frown of confusion, but I gave the tiniest gesture of my head toward Cai.



She looked at him, and her face cleared when she saw the tired expression on the young boy’s face. She gave me a small nod in return and got to her feet as well.



“Okay,” I said. “Let’s go find the others. We’ll make camp tonight, and then in the morning, we’ll make our way back to the road. This time tomorrow, we should be in Camelot.”



Cai chewed on his lower lip and swallowed hard before he nodded silently.



All three of us were drenched with lake water. Gwallmai and I had taken off our boots before we went in so they wouldn’t drag us down and so we wouldn’t know the misery of camping with wet footwear, but Cai obviously hadn’t had that opportunity. He had nothing more than the clothes on his back, and every single one of them was soaked through.



He didn’t complain, however, and stoically followed our example when Gwallmai and I wrung out our clothes as best we could.



“When we find the others, we’ll make a campfire,” I promised. “I have a blanket in my pack, so you can use that to keep yourself warm, and we’ll dry your clothes over the fire.”



“Thank you,” Cai said in a small voice.



All of the fight and bluster seemed to have left him as a result of the enchantress’ treatment of him. I couldn’t blame him, but at the same time, it was a relief not to have to face his constant attitude.



I found the tree where I’d put down the torch, and I used it as a marker to direct us which way we should go. Once we’d moved away from the lake enough that the air no longer felt so wet, we lit the torch again and used its flaming stream of light to guide our way.



The forest was pitch black now, and I tried not to think about if there were any more monsters lurking in the shadows nearby. Cai and the other boys didn’t know about the pig or the cat, and I hoped it would stay that way. They’d already had to face one enemy tonight, and now I just wanted them to eat as good of a meal as we could provide and get as much rest as they could before we pushed on with the final leg of our journey.



We slowly made our way through the trees. It was difficult to pinpoint landmarks in the darkness, especially as most trees looked basically all the same to my eyes.



“Donal,” I called out in a soft voice. “Belen?”



I didn’t want to yell and alert everyone around for miles, so I hoped calling their names and the light from the torch would help the boys know where we were.



And sure enough, a bush nearby moved with a rustle of leaves, and Belen and Donal wriggled out from underneath its branches.



“Cai!” Donal cried out in relief.



Cai ran to meet his two friends. For a moment, it looked like they were going to meet in a huge group hug, but when they actually got close enough, all three of them suddenly stopped and just looked at each other with awkward expressions on their faces.



“Oh, come on,” Gwallmai laughed, went over to them, and put her arms around all three of them. “Just hug it out, you great lumps.”



Cai surprised me by laughing, and he hugged Gwallmai back and then hugged his two friends.



“Ew, Cai, you’re all wet!” Belen exclaimed. “So’s Gwallmai.”



Cai just laughed and squeezed his friends even tighter.



I smiled at the sight and at the immediate happiness clear in all three boys’ expressions.



“Alright, then,” I said. “Now we need to find a good place to camp.”



“I saw a clearing that way.” Cai pointed into the distance. “When we first came in here.”



“Do you want to lead the way?” I offered.



Cai’s eyes widened, and then he smiled and nodded.



I gave him the torch, and he went ahead of us to find the right place. It was nearby, so in a few minutes we were in Cai’s clearing. It was the perfect location to set up a camp. It was in between several huge trees with massively thick trunks, and there were bushes of some kind growing around the edge. It wasn’t so big a spot that it would be hard to defend, but it was also a big enough size for two adults and three kids to spend the night in relative comfort.



“This is a great spot,” I said with a nod. “Good job, Cai.”



Cai looked down and shrugged, but I could tell he was pleased at the praise.



“Why don’t you guys look around and see if you can find any firewood?” I suggested. “Don’t go too far outside the clearing. Make sure you can still see the torchlight.”



The three of them immediately began scampering around the clearing and trying to find any fallen branches and twigs.



Gwallmai started looking through our packs to take out the food and water we’d brought with us, and then she spread out our bedrolls on the mossy ground.



“We have three blankets,” she said, and then she glanced up at me in a hesitant way. “You, Cai, and I can take off our wet things now and dry them over the fire, and use the blankets to keep warm. And then after we’ve eaten, we can give the boys the blankets.”



“That sounds good to me,” I said with an encouraging smile.



Gwallmai’s smile was relieved. I leaned down and put my hand on her shoulder.



“You’re doing well,” I said to her in a low voice. “Like I said, being thoughtful or good or whatever, it can become a habit, if you make it a habit. The fact that you’re trying is a really good thing.”



Gwallmai nodded and smiled.



Her toned shoulder was warm under my palm, and I let my hand linger there for a few seconds longer.



“We have so much wood!” Donal exclaimed in a breathless voice.



He, Belen, and Cai dumped armfuls of wood down in the center of the clearing.



“Great work,” I praised them, and I kneeled down to start arranging the firewood.



The flame of the torch was burning low, but it was still enough to light the fire from, so I didn’t have to get out my tinderbox. And in a little while, we had a roaring fire burning away merrily.



Cai had put together an ingenious rack made from other fallen branches, and he arranged it over the fire so that he, Gwallmai, and I could drape our wet clothes over the flames.



Belen and Donal leaned close against Cai and shared his blanket while Gwallmai and I divided up our small amount of food supplies between the five of us. It wasn’t a lot, and I was very grateful for the extra bread Bedwyr had insisted we take with us.



Even though I made sure the kids got the lion’s share of the food, there still wasn’t a lot to go around, and I could guess they were going to be hungry in the morning.



“I’m sorry there’s not more,” I said to them as I laid out apples, bread, and dried meat.



“Don’t worry, Elliot,” Cai said in a firm voice. “It’s only for tonight, and tomorrow we’ll be at the fort.”



I smiled. “Yes, we will.”



Cai nodded and leaned over to speak to the other two boys.



“Eat slowly,” he instructed them. “It feels like you have more food if you eat it slowly.”



I liked the further display of Cai’s caring attitude toward the other children, but at the same time, I hated that he clearly knew what it was like to make do without enough food.



I glanced at Gwallmai and saw her brow wrinkle in a frown, so I guessed she was troubled by Cai’s words as well.



We ate our meager dinner as slowly as possible while our wet clothes steamed over the fire. The smell of woodsmoke mingled with that of wet wool and linen, and I felt myself relaxing a little bit. Even though I was still hungry, I had a sense of achievement and accomplishment. We’d done what we set out to do. We’d found the kids, and tomorrow we would carry on our way without any more roadblocks.



Hopefully.



My brow furrowed as I thought of the enchantress.



She’d been so beautiful, but I’d been around plenty of lovely assholes in Miami Beach, and in my experience, gorgeous faces too often hid disgusting personalities. The enchantress had had no compulsion about letting Gwallmai and me possibly die in the giant pig’s attack, and she’d enslaved Cai, taken away his free will, and almost drowned him.



I thought of the horror in the enchantress’ beautiful blue eyes when she’d realized Cai couldn’t swim.



Even if she felt regret for putting him in danger, she’d still enchanted him to do her bidding.



I remembered the look on her face just before she sent Cai into the lake. She’d looked so conflicted. Almost tortured.



But she’d still done all those things. A person could feel regret about doing shitty things and still do them regardless. People could reason their way into doing all kinds of things while still convincing themselves they weren’t the villain.



Who was this mysterious woman?



And why had she come here?



Why had she sent Cai into the lake?



“Cai,” I said in a quiet voice.



The boy had been dozing slightly with his head nodding forward, but at the sound of my voice he instantly looked up.



“What?” he asked.



“Do you remember what the enchantress said to you?” I asked him.



Cai’s face instantly froze. He took a deep breath and swallowed hard.



“You don’t have to talk about it,” I said quickly. “But it would be really helpful for us to know more about the enchantress, who she was, and why she was here.”



“I don’t remember,” Cai whispered.



He chewed on his thumbnail in a nervous gesture.



“That’s okay.” I spoke gently.



I didn’t want to push him into reliving his traumatic experience. There were other ways to try and figure out who the mysterious woman was and what she wanted.



“It can help, though.” Gwallmai glanced at Cai, and there was an unexpected sympathy in her eyes. “To talk about the bad things that happen.”



“Doesn’t help,” Cai said in a gruff voice. “Just makes them worse.”



“It makes them real,” Gwallmai said. “But once things are real, you can work on understanding them.”



“What do you know about understanding bad things?” Cai’s face twisted into his old sneer. “Your parents are still alive, aren’t they? You’re not homeless in your own village, are you? You’ve got no idea what bad things are like.”



Damn it.



Everything had been going so well up until this point.



“Cai,” I began in a warning tone, and I flashed Gwallmai a look that begged her to stay silent.



Gwallmai’s mouth formed her own bitter smile.



“I don’t?” she asked in a quiet voice.



“Okay, guys,” I said, “this isn’t helpful. It’s not a competition about who’s suffered the most.”



“She doesn’t know!” Cai shouted. “Her parents are still alive!”



“They are,” Gwallmai said. “But that’s not the only bad thing that can happen to a person.”



Cai scowled into the fire.



I met Gwallmai’s eyes and raised my eyebrows. She shrugged and looked down at the ground.



Donal and Belen looked from Cai to me to Gwallmai with worried expressions on their faces.



“Alright,” I said in a calm voice. “As I said. No good comes from comparing your pain to someone else’s. Cai, you lost your parents, and that was a terrible, horrible thing. I wish it hadn’t happened to you. I wish it never had to happen to anyone. But it did happen, just like bad things happen to everyone all the time.”



Cai’s scowl deepened.



“I don’t say that to minimize what you’ve gone through,” I added. “Just to show you that you’re not alone in having undergone something horrible, and that can be a huge comfort, if you’ll let it.”



“It’s not the same,” Cai said stubbornly.



“Of course it’s not,” I said. “Everyone’s pain is unique to them. But it’s also similar to everyone else’s.”



“Alright, then,” Cai challenged. “What’s her pain, if she knows so much about it?”



He flung out his arm at Gwallmai.



“She doesn’t have to tell you anything,” I said.



“My little brother died,” Gwallmai said.



I looked around at her quickly. “I thought you said you were an only child.”



Gwallmai nodded. “I don’t like to talk about it.”



I looked at Gwallmai with a kind of wonder as my mental impression of her shifted and revised itself once again. I’d thought she didn’t care about anything, but now I was beginning to see how deeply she cared about so many things. She just kept them all hidden. I wondered why she felt so compelled to keep her true self under wraps for as long as possible.



Gwallmai’s mouth was still twisted into that bitter smile, but as she raised her eyes from the campfire and looked first at me and then at Cai, the smile softened into something sadder and more melancholy.



“Gwallmai, it’s okay,” I said in a low voice. “You don’t have to share anything you’re not comfortable with.”



“No, it’s alright.” Gwallmai gave the ghost of a wink at Cai. “Talking about the bad things helps, right?”



Cai’s lips pressed tightly together, and his face flushed dark red, but I couldn’t tell if he was angry, embarrassed, or upset. Or maybe all three.



“He was eleven years younger than me,” Gwallmai said. “I think having such a big gap between me and him was part of the reason why my mother loved him so much. I wasn’t an easy baby to birth or an easy child to raise, but when Esca was born, it was like my mother remembered how much joy could come from being a parent. And Esca was so easy to love. He was happy, and loving, and obedient, and brave, and so funny. He was able to mimic everyone so perfectly, and he would make my father wheeze and cry with laughter at how well he imitated my mother.”



She chuckled, but my heart clenched in sympathy for her at the sadness that rang behind her words.



“And he was musical, as well,” she continued. “My mother had brought her nevel with her when she and my father left Phenixia, and she taught Esca how to play it. He had such a gift for music. Mother loved to sit with him and listen to him play. She taught him one of the Phenixian hymns to the moon goddess. That was one of their favorite things to play.”



“What’s a nevel?” Belen whispered.



“It’s a Phenixian instrument,” Gwallmai told him. “It has strings that you pluck to make notes, like a harp or a lyre.”



Belen nodded slowly.



Cai spoke the question I was too hesitant to ask.



“What happened to him?” he whispered.



“It was an accident,” Gwallmai said. “He drowned. Where we lived, where my parents still live, in Corielorum, there are a lot of lakes, and it rains all the time there. Esca knew how to swim, and normally he always went swimming with friends. But on that day, he went out alone, and it started to rain, and then it turned into a full-blown storm, and…”



Her voice trailed off.



I reached over and squeezed Gwallmai’s hand. She looked up at me, and I wound my fingers through hers.



“That’s terrible,” I whispered. “I’m so sorry that happened.”



“How old was he?” Cai asked in a tight voice.



“He was seven,” Gwallmai answered. “I was eighteen.”



“Were your mother and father very sad?” Donal whispered.



I sighed internally at the question, but Gwallmai didn’t seem to mind.



“They were,” she replied. “Very sad.”



I felt like there was more to that answer than first appeared, but I didn’t want to force Gwallmai to bare any more of her soul than she already had, especially in front of the kids.



“I’m sorry,” Cai blurted out.



His face grew even redder, and his eyes gleamed with unshed tears in the leaping firelight.



“It’s alright,” Gwallmai said.



I didn’t want to rub Cai’s nose into the tactless mistake he’d made, but I also wanted to make sure he didn’t forget the lesson. It was a difficult thing for a kid to understand, but it was still important that he took this on board and didn’t dismiss it.



“Everyone has pain in their lives,” I said. “Ideally, we use that knowledge to extend empathy to each other and connect us rather than divide us.”



Cai glanced around at me quickly. His jaw was clenched tight.



“But that’s just what I think,” I said with a shrug, and then I craned my neck back to look up at the sky. “We should try and get some rest. We’ve got a long day ahead of us tomorrow.”



Our clothes were still steaming over the fire, but the night was mild enough that Cai decided to stay in his blanket and let his clothes dry out a little more overnight.



Gwallmai and I gave our blankets to Belen and Donal and pulled on our clothes. They weren’t totally dry yet, but it was close enough that we wouldn’t suffer.



I took the first watch, so I sat by the fire and watched the flames leap and crackle as the boys and Gwallmai curled up on the ground and tried to sleep.



Gwallmai’s face was turned away from me, so I watched the curve of her back as it rose and fell in her sleep. She was a puzzling, complicated person, and I felt a rush of mingled feelings toward her that I couldn’t quite work out.



Sympathy, sadness, admiration, fondness.



There was so much to her that I’d had no idea about.



A quiver of excitement flipped over in my stomach at the thought of getting to know Gwallmai even better.



“Elliot?” Cai’s voice broke into my thoughts.



“Yeah?” I pulled my eyes away from Gwallmai to see Cai watching me from his blanket nest. “You should try and get some sleep, son, you’ll need your rest.”



“I will.” Cai took a deep breath. “But I remembered. What the enchantress said.”



“What did she say?” I asked.



“In the lake,” he whispered. “She wanted me to find something in the lake.”



“What was it?” My voice was low. “Do you remember?”



Cai nodded. “It was a sword. She wanted me to find a sword.”
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 Chapter 10



The next morning, we were all awake with the dawn chorus.



Gwallmai had taken the second watch, and she’d kept the fire burning throughout the night. We had a little more bread, meat, and fruit for breakfast, and as soon as we’d finished our small meal, we were on our way again.



The forest looked very different in the early morning. The sun filtered through the tops of the trees and sent the light fluttering and breaking across the ground and over the trunks of the trees.



Last night, the forest had seemed dark, full of emerald greens, glossy blacks, and murky, almost purple shadows. But in the bright morning light, everything was intensely colored, as though someone had turned up the saturation to a hundred.



The ground underneath our feet was covered with moss that was the bright, sharp green of a freshly cut lime. The leaves that rustled and shook over our heads ranged from pale, minty pastel greens to shamrock shades that were almost harsh to look at. When the sunlight shone through the leaves, it was almost dazzling to see. The shadows were a dark, sharp-edged black, and everything seemed to be in high contrast.



It felt slightly unreal walking through it, like we were in a Willy Wonka wonderland but without the candy.



It was a warm day, but the breeze that rustled in the treetops kept the heat from being oppressive as we walked. The air smelled green, but heavy, and occasionally, we would catch a sniff of the perfume rising up from nearby flowers.



We passed by one bush with shiny, dark green leaves that smelled heavy, spicy, and sweet, like an expensive perfume. There were no flowers on the bush, and it seemed to be the leaves themselves that held the scent or perhaps the resin in the wooden stems and branches themselves.



“That’s lovely,” Gwallmai said as she bent over the bush to catch the smell.



“It is,” I agreed.



The boys weren’t that interested in the fragrant bush. They ran ahead of us in their excitement before abruptly doubling back to make sure we were still following them. They were on some hidden mission of their own, and it abruptly devolved into an impromptu wrestling match that sent all three of them rolling over and over on the mossy ground.



Gwallmai clucked her tongue at the sight of them.



“You’d never think that yesterday they’d been running for their lives,” she commented.



“Yeah, I know.” I smiled. “It’s kind of amazing, isn’t it?”



“Their resilience?” Gwallmai asked.



“That,” I said, “and just the persistence of everyday life in the face of other horrors.”



“Everyday life.” Gwallmai nodded. “It carries on, regardless of anything else.”



“Yeah.” I nodded.



I hesitated for a moment as I considered whether this was the right moment to ask her more about her brother and the secrets she’d shared last night. But then she smiled as she looked at the tussling children, and I couldn’t bring myself to spoil her mood.



“Cai told me more about the enchantress,” I said instead.



“Really?” Gwallmai’s eyes opened wide. “What did he say?”



“He remembered what she wanted him to do,” I answered. “She wanted him to find a sword that was in the lake.”



“What?” Gwallmai exclaimed.



I winced as her voice carried through the trees so loudly that the boys briefly paused in their play fight. They were still tussling with each other on the ground, and I chuckled as I saw that Belen had bits of moss caught in his hair.



“It’s okay,” I called to them.



Donal and Belen immediately went back to wrestling with each other. Cai looked at me for a moment longer, and he frowned slightly and got to his feet.



“Cai, really,” I said. “It’s alright.”



Cai nodded soberly, but he didn’t seem convinced until the other two boys also leaped to their feet. Donal punched Cai in the shoulder and bounded away from him, and Cai immediately turned to pursue him. Their laughter echoed through the forest, and I smiled at the sight.



“Sorry,” Gwallmai whispered.



“It’s okay,” I reassured her. “I would just like to keep the boys out of this for as long as possible. They’ve already been through too much.”



Gwallmai nodded. She looked over at Cai with a troubled expression on her face, and I wondered if she was remembering her brother.



Cai was about thirteen years old, so he was older than Gwallmai’s little brother Esca had been when he’d died. But perhaps he reminded her of him all the same. Maybe it was anger that Cai had survived when Esca hadn’t. Or perhaps she saw herself in Cai, not her brother; perhaps she recognized his anger at the unfairness of the world and the random strikes of fate that condemned some people to comfort and privilege and others to misery and pain.



Gwallmai herself broke into my musings.



“A sword,” she said. “What kind of sword?”



“He didn’t say,” I replied. “Cai just remembered that she was insistent he dive down and retrieve a sword from the bottom of the lake. She told him it was hers, it belonged to her family, and it had been stolen from them.”



“Hmm.” Gwallmai’s forehead furrowed in thought. “Do you believe that?”



“I don’t know.” I shrugged. “It could be true.”



“Perhaps she’s the last of her family,” Gwallmai suggested. “That would explain why she was here in the forest all alone. And why she would be so desperate to get the sword.”



“A memento.” I nodded. “The last piece of her family.”



“An heirloom,” Gwallmai agreed.



We thought about it for a little while longer as we carried on walking.



“But if that’s true,” I said, “why send Cai down to get it? If she knew the sword was there, and if it’s such a big deal to her, then why didn’t she go down and get it herself?”



“Maybe she can’t swim,” Gwallmai suggested.



I shook my head. “That doesn’t track. Say there’s a missing family heirloom that you want to get back. You know it’s in this magical forest that’s only here some of the time. You know it’s at the bottom of this magical lake. But you come here anyway to get it back? What was her plan if she didn’t find Cai or someone else willing to go down there for her?”



“So, what are you saying?” Gwallmai frowned. “That she knew we were coming?”



“I don’t know.” I shook my head. “It feels too random. Who could know that Vortigern’s sons would find us on the road and scare the boys enough for them to run off like they did?”



“An enchantress could,” Gwallmai pointed out.



I frowned, but I had to concede that she had a point.



“You know way more about enchantresses than I do,” I said. “Can they predict things like this?”



“Yes,” Gwallmai said with total confidence in her voice. “I went to an enchantress in Durovernum, and she told me where to find my cloak brooch that I’d lost. And then she told me I would see a goldfinch, and I did.”



“Right…” I said slowly.



“You’re not convinced?” Gwallmai flashed me a white-toothed grin.



For a second, I was distracted by the charming gap between her front teeth and how very cute she was when it was on full display.



Then I pulled my thoughts back to the matter at hand.



“I don’t know,” I replied. “That’s me being honest, I just don’t know.”



“Why wouldn’t you believe it?” she asked. “Don’t you have enchantresses in Florida?”



“That’s the thing,” I said. “We do have psychics and people who say they can tell the future, but they never seem to do it with any real accuracy. It’s always such really vague stuff that it’s impossible to pin down. They’re kind of a joke, really.”



Gwallmai looked a little shocked. “Are they fraudsters?”



“Most people think so.” I shrugged.



“And what do you think?” she pushed.



“I don’t know,” I replied. “That’s the truth of it, I just don’t know. I’m open to the possibility of something… magical. But I’m suspicious.”



“But you saw the enchantress fire her magic at us,” Gwallmai protested. “She bewitched Cai and made him do her bidding. How can you doubt that? It’s the evidence of your own eyes.”



“Yeah, yeah, I know.” I gave a rueful laugh. “Call me crazy, but that somehow is easier for me to believe in than actually seeing the future.”



“Why?” Gwallmai asked the question bluntly.



I lifted my eyebrow at her, and she smiled.



“You have probed to the depths of my soul, Elliot,” she said. “Am I not allowed to do the same?”



My stomach gave a little jump of excitement at the tone of her voice. And at the idea of Gwallmai being interested in what laid at the depths of my soul.



“That’s fair enough,” I said with a smile. “And it’s a good question. I’m not entirely sure why. I’ll have to think about it for a bit.”



“I would expect nothing less from you,” Gwallmai said, and there was a warm, intense note in her voice that made my stomach flip over again.



It was a little difficult to pull my thoughts away from Gwallmai’s smile, voice, and the gap between her teeth, and make myself concentrate on the question she’d asked me.



I turned it over in my mind as we tramped along, but I was momentarily distracted as the boys suddenly stopped short ahead of us.



“Elliot!” Belen called.



Gwallmai and I broke into a run to catch up with them, and Belen pointed through the forest.



The trees were still growing thickly all around us, but a few paces ahead, they abruptly stopped. Instead, I could see the swathe of scrubby grassland that divided the forest from the trees that bordered the Lasgoch road. This was where Gwallmai and I had been with Cadwal, when Faolan came running out of the forest and had been reunited with his father.



“I remember this from before,” Cai said. “We’re close to the road now, aren’t we?”



“Yes, we are,” I replied, and I pointed up ahead of us. “If we go through these trees, we should find the road on the other side.”



“And then we’re almost there!” Donal cheered.



He and the other two boys rushed ahead out of the forest.



“Don’t go too far ahead!” I called after them, and Gwallmai and I stepped out of the shade of the trees.



Instantly, it was like my ears popped.



I halted in surprise and shook my head at the sensation. It felt like I’d just come out of a long, dark tunnel, or like someone nearby had been blaring dubstep music that they’d decided to finally switch off.



“Oh,” Gwallmai exclaimed in surprise. “Did you feel that?”



“Sure did.” I rubbed the back of my neck and rolled my shoulders. “Wow. That’s really weird.”



“I feel… relieved, I think.” Gwallmai yawned deeply and turned her neck from side to side. “Or tired. I don’t know. It feels like I’ve put down something really heavy that I was carrying with me, but I didn’t know it.”



“Yeah,” I agreed. “That’s exactly what it feels like.”



“Magic.” Gwallmai spoke the word succinctly.



“Yeah…” I glanced over my shoulder at the heavy trees behind me.



They had a physical presence that was totally strange to me. It wasn’t just that they were gigantic specimens. It was more than that, but I couldn’t properly explain why. It felt like I’d been standing in a crowded room, and now I’d stepped outside and closed the door behind me.



The trees weren’t watching me. Or listening to me.



But it sure as hell felt like they were.



I shook my head. With a wry smile, I remembered Gwallmai’s attempts to explain the difference between a forest and a lot of trees. I thought I understood it a lot better now.



Even though it felt like a psychic relief to leave the forest behind us, I hadn’t realized just how much protection the trees had given us against the heat of the sun until we left them behind.



We crossed the swathe of dry, brown, rustling grasses and entered the stretch of trees that fringed the Lasgoch road. It was so different here that I was kind of amazed I’d ever thought this kind of landscape was the same as a forest. The trees were nice enough, but they didn’t press on my senses like the trees in the forest had. I had no feeling of being observed or studied at all.



And the trees themselves were relatively thin and spindly things. Their branches didn’t reach up as though they were trying to touch the sky, and their leaves didn’t block out the sun like a living, breathing, rustling canopy. The ground was covered with dry grass and fallen dried-up leaves, and there was no moss anywhere I could see.



I couldn’t tell if I missed the atmosphere of the forest or if its absence was so starkly evident that I couldn’t help but take note of it.



It wasn’t that much longer before the boys let out a shout of triumph.



“I can see it!” Donal shouted.



“It’s the road!” Belen cheered.



“There it is, Elliot!” Cai whirled around with a massive grin on his face. “We made it!”



“We did,” I agreed with a chuckle.



The boys ran ahead of us and burst out of the treeline to perform a victory dance on the road.



“We did it, we did it, we did it,” Belen sang.



“And now we’re going home!” Donal cried.



Cai had danced with them, but at Donal’s words, his face fell.



I hadn’t really thought about it too much before because I’d been so focused on getting the boys back to safety, but this wasn’t going to be much of a homecoming for them. They were traveling to a strange new place, and it wasn’t like they would have any family or loved ones waiting for them when we got there.



Donal and Belen were too caught up in the excitement of getting out of the forest, but Cai had already realized what an empty triumph it was.



I stepped up onto the road and went to Cai’s side.



He glanced up at me and then looked away quickly.



Gwallmai shaded her eyes against the sun and peered into the distance, where a heat haze rippled above the stones of the road.



“Which direction?” she asked.



I looked behind us and saw the dark smudge on the horizon that I knew was Durovernum.



“This way.” I pointed ahead of us. “It’s a straight shot from here to the coast.”



We all started walking.



I stayed by Cai’s side and shortened my stride to accommodate his slower pace.



“How long will it take to get there?” the boy asked in a subdued tone.



“That depends on how fast we all walk,” I replied. “But we should definitely reach the fort before it gets dark.”



Cai nodded silently.



“You’ll like it there,” I promised him. “The fort’s a bit of a mess right now, but we’re all going to work together to make it better. It’ll be a proper home for all of us. There are chickens there, and a goat, and we’re going to grow crops inside the walls as well. There’s a bathhouse that we’re going to fix up, and a forge for Liathan, and the fort itself is close to the sea. There’s a path that leads right down to the beach.”



Cai gave a small smile. “That sounds like fun.”



“It will be,” I promised him. “I’ll see about getting someone to teach you how to swim as well.”



Cai nodded, and then let out an “oof!” as Belen cannoned into him from behind.



“You’re so slow!” Belen yelled.



Then he let out a yell of laughter as Cai lunged after him. Donal joined in the chase, and the three of them careened all over the road.



I grinned as I watched them play.



“I don’t know how they have so much energy.” Gwallmai came to walk by my side. “How aren’t they tired yet?”



“Kids just keep going and going,” I said with a chuckle.



“I’m glad to see them having fun,” Gwallmai said. “Despite everything, they can still laugh. It’s like you said, the resilience of everyday life.”



“Yeah.” I nodded.



“So…” Gwallmai shot me a sideways glance. “Have you thought any more about the answer to my question?”



“About why I’m not sure enchantresses can predict the future?” I smiled.



“Or enchanters,” she replied. “Any magic user.”



“Yeah…” I nodded slowly. “I think it’s because I don’t like the idea of fate. I don’t like the idea that my choices mean nothing.”



“But you literally fulfilled a prophecy on your first day in Loegres!” Gwallmai protested. “Pulling the sword from the stone was the prophecy that would reveal the true and destined king of all Prydain! Which was you!”



“I know.” I shook my head. “I just don’t like the idea that my fate isn’t in my own hands, you know what I mean?”



Gwallmai frowned in a stubborn way. “What if you were fated to say this right now?”



“That’s a possibility,” I conceded after a moment.



“What brought you to Prydain if not fate?” she persisted.



“I don’t know, Gwallmai,” I said. “I’m still figuring it all out, I guess. It was easier back in Florida, where I didn’t have to try to understand magic or prophecies or destinies or whatever. I made my own choices and dealt with the consequences as they came. I never had to worry about what my destiny was about, or if my choices might conflict with some great overarching plan for my life or the fate of an entire country.”



Gwallmai sighed. “I’m sorry, Elliot. I don’t mean to push you.”



“Yes, you do.” I grinned at her.



She raised her eyebrows and dropped her mouth open in an exaggerated expression of surprise.



“Me?” she queried in a dramatic voice. “Me? Push and tease and challenge? Surely not.”



“You know exactly what you’re doing,” I chuckled.



“If you don’t want me to…” Gwallmai was suddenly serious. “Then I’ll stop, I don’t–”



“No,” I cut her off quickly. “I like that you challenge me. It was a good question as well, it made me think about things in a way I haven’t before. That’s really important, and it’s a valuable skill to possess.”



“Well.” She grinned. “I’ve always been good at asking awkward questions.”



“And that’s exactly who I need around me when I’m making difficult decisions,” I told her. “I can’t be surrounded by yes-men who agree with everything I say. I need people who will question and challenge me and make sure I’m doing things for the right reasons.”



“I can definitely help with that.” Gwallmai smiled. “It would be my pleasure.”



I smiled back at her.



“And I’ll challenge you every day about how you don’t believe in fate,” she added.



“Oh, great.” I let out a mock-groan. “Just what I wanted.”



“Maybe it’s not what you want,” she replied with a cheeky grin, “but it’s what you need.”



“Very wise words,” I chuckled.



We continued walking and stopped for a short break at midday. The sun was high in the sky, and the road offered us no protection against the scorching rays. The boys had burned off their initial wave of wild energy and resigned themselves to plodding on by my side.



We had one full waterskin left between all five of us. I hated to deny the kids water when they were so thirsty, but at the same time, I was very conscious of the fact that once the skin was empty, there would be nothing to drink until we reached the fort.



We took another short break in the middle of the afternoon, and while the boys slumped down at the side of the road, Gwallmai and I spoke in low whispers a little distance from them.



“I’d hoped we would reach the fort by nightfall,” I said to her. “But I’m not sure if the boys can keep on walking for much longer.”



“How much further is it to go?” Gwallmai asked.



“I don’t know,” I admitted. “I’m still not very familiar with this stretch of the road, so all I know is that Bedwyr and I went in a straight line, and eventually, we reached the coast.”



“We don’t have any more food,” Gwallmai said. “We ate the last of the dried meat at lunch. And the boys will want another drink soon, which will empty the waterskin.”



“Yeah.” I nodded. “If it came down to it, do you think you could carry Belen on your back? He’s the smallest one.”



“Yes.” Gwallmai nodded. “If that would help us reach the fort by nightfall, then definitely.”



“Okay, great.” I sighed. “It’s going to be hard, but it’ll be worth it in the end. We just need to keep on walking.”



Gwallmai nodded again in agreement.



“Come on,” I called to the boys in as cheerful a voice as I could manage. “Time to get going.”



The boys heaved deep sighs in unison, but they obediently picked themselves up and got to their feet.



I gave them all encouraging smiles. “A couple more hours of walking, and then we should be near the coast.”



“I’m so tired,” Belen whispered. “My feet hurt.”



“I know, bud.” I squeezed his shoulder in sympathy. “I’m tired, too. You’re doing fantastic; all of you are. I’m so impressed by how brave you’re being. You just need to keep going for a little bit longer, okay?”



Belen nodded, but the corners of his mouth turned down.



“A little bit longer,” I repeated encouragingly. “And I’ll tell you what, once the sun starts to go down, you can have a piggyback ride.”



“What’s that?” Belen frowned.



“You can ride on my back,” I explained.



“Really?” Belen brightened.



“Yep.” I nodded. “You too, Donal. Cai–”



“I don’t want a ride,” he said in a stiff voice. “I’m not a baby.”



“I know,” I said in a calm tone. “I was just going to tell you that you’re doing really well. I’m proud of you.”



Cai glanced up at me with a shocked expression on his face. I smiled at him and nodded, and the boy’s face flushed dark red. He looked away quickly, but from the way he lifted his shoulders, I could tell my words had encouraged him.



We carried on walking down the Lasgoch road.



The sun beat down on our heads, and my shirt stuck to my back with sweat. My stomach turned over and gurgled with hunger, and a headache started to pound behind my eyes.



We walked on and on and on down the seemingly endless road. The haze of heat on the horizon seemed unchanging, no matter how many steps we took, and it seemed like we’d been walking for days.



The sun slowly began to slip down the sky toward the horizon. The shadows grew longer and sharper, and the light turned from bright yellow to dark gold. The heat of the day lessened a little, and a breeze sprang up that ruffled my shirt against my body and cooled some of the sweat on my forehead in blessed relief.



The boys walked slower and slower, and as the light started to fade, Gwallmai put Belen on her back, and I hoisted Donal on mine.



Ordinarily, carrying the extra weight would have wiped me out. But Donal was small for his age, and like all of the boys, he was bony and thin from not having enough to eat. He clung to me like a sloth on a tree, and although his bony elbows and knees jabbed against me, he wasn’t too heavy to carry.



Gwallmai seemed to be in a similar situation with Belen, and although we were both hampered by carrying the boys, it felt like we were actually able to move a little more quickly.



Cai plodded on sturdily by my side and helped by carrying Gwallmai’s bedroll and pack for her.



I concentrated on putting one foot down in front of the other. I tried not to think about the ache in my feet, or the ache in my back, or the ache in my shoulders, or the ache in my neck, or the ache in my throat.



The sun sank lower and lower. The sky ahead of us darkened to a murky blue, while behind us it flared in a glory of reds, pinks, and oranges.



“Red sky at night, sailor’s delight,” I murmured under my breath.



“Mm?” Gwallmai looked over at me.



Her face was flushed, and strands of her hair stuck to her forehead in tight dark curls. Her cheeks were red, her lips were parted, and her eyes were flat with exhaustion.



“Red sky,” I managed to get out. “Means good weather tomorrow.”



“Mm,” Gwallmai grunted.



“Look!” Donal had been slumped on my back with his hot breath whistling down against my cheek, but he suddenly lifted his head and pointed ahead of us. “I can see the sea!”



“My god, really?” I tried to straighten up to get a proper view, but my back twinged alarmingly. “Oof, I’ve got to put you down for a sec, bud.”



Donal slid down from my back, and I gratefully rolled my shoulders and stretched out the cramp that had been building along my spine. Belen wriggled down from Gwallmai’s back as well, and Gwallmai straightened up with a groan.



“Goddess,” she ground out. “What have you been eating, you great monster?”



Belen grinned.



“I can see it, too!” Cai exclaimed.



He pointed ahead of us.



I squinted into the distance, and there ahead of us, I saw a dark line on the horizon.



They were right.



“Holy fuck,” I murmured under my breath. “We actually made it.”
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 Chapter 11



“We made it!” Belen cheered.



He and Donal had gotten some of their energy back from their piggyback rides, and they ran ahead of us toward the promise of the ocean.



“As soon as we reach the fort, I’m going to go for a swim,” Gwallmai said with another groan. “I don’t think I’ve ever been this sweaty, tired, and achy before.”



“I know.” I grimaced. “But we’re almost there now.”



Despite that, the last leg of the journey seemed to take twice as long as the previous stretch. But as the sun finally slipped below the horizon, we reached the end of the road.



It ended at the top of the cliff where a small pathway ran down to the beach. The tiny town of Isca Leon laid some way to the right along the cliff, and the fort was further along in the opposite direction.



Bedwyr had mentioned that the Lasgoch road had been built here so there would be a direct route for traders taking goods from Durovernum to the coast. During the height of the Lasgoch presence here, Isca Leon had been a bustling port town that acted as a vital location on the Lasgoch trade routes and handled imports coming in and exports going out of the country.



But with the Lasgochs gone, there wasn’t the need for that kind of port town anymore. The country was too poor to receive a lot of expensive imports from overseas, and resources were stretched too thin to do a lot of exports. People were tightening their belts and spending their time and money on protecting their homes rather than trading overseas.



Isca Leon had gone from a thriving trade hub to a small and desolate fishing village. It was still inhabited, but its population had shrunk dramatically in the years since the Lasgoch troops left Prydain, and from the little I knew about the place, it didn’t seem to be doing much better than any other of the coastal settlements.



I paused for a moment at the end of the road to take a breather and get my bearings. Gwallmai slumped down in the tall, tough grass and collapsed on her back.



“I am never getting up again,” she announced. “You’ll have to carry me to Camelot, Elliot. My feet don’t work anymore.”



“Ah, that’s a shame,” I chuckled. “Guess we’ll have to leave you here, then.”



“I would carry you,” Cai told Gwallmai in a serious tone.



Gwallmai smiled at him. “Thank you, chickie.”



“There are people down there.” Belen was standing at the very edge of the path and looking where it headed down the cliff toward the beach.



“Where?” I asked.



I came over to stand by his side and looked down as well.



There was a group of people coming up the path toward us. They looked up through the twilight, and one of them waved at me.



I waved back, and the group of people climbed the rest of the path to reach the top of the cliff.



Gwallmai sat up and watched warily, and the three boys took a couple of steps back so they were behind me.



“Well met, traveler,” the man at the head of the group greeted me.



“Well met,” I replied.



There were five people in the group, three men and two women. They were dressed in simple clothes, and the men all had fishing nets slung over their shoulders while the women were carrying a heavy-looking bucket between them. They set it down when they reached the end of the road, and I saw the bucket was full of water.



“It’s crabs,” one of the women explained when she saw me looking.



“Oh, right,” I said with a nod.



“We’re from Isca Leon,” the first man said, and he pointed back along the edge of the cliff. “The village just down there. Are you with that big group of people who came here yesterday?”



“Yes, we are,” I replied. “How did you know?”



“We don’t get many strangers here,” he said. “We saw that crowd arrive here last night and wondered who they were.”



“They didn’t stop to introduce themselves,” the other woman said in a sour tone.



“Calla, they were exhausted,” her friend protested. “You saw how many children they had with them. They all looked like they’d been through some things.”



“Still.” Calla sniffed. “Just seems like common courtesy, that’s all. Whole new group of people moving in, just seems polite to introduce themselves, that’s all.”



“You’re right,” I said. “Both of you. We’ve traveled a long way to get here, and many of us are injured. Last night, the priority was getting everyone to a safe place, but once we’ve settled in, I’d be glad to come to Isca Leon and introduce ourselves.”



“You’re here now,” the first man said bluntly. “Seems as good a time as any for introductions.”



“Especially seeing as how you show up out of nowhere,” one of the other men added. “And move in without so much as a hello or a gift for the hearth you’re joining.”



I didn’t know what constituted a gift for the hearth, but my guess was that it was the opposite of a housewarming gift, something given to the community a person was moving into. I wasn’t sure about the hospitality of that, but I guessed in a place like this, it did make sense. Starting off with a gift would send a signal that we weren’t coming here to rob our new neighbors or be dickheads who didn’t clean up after ourselves or whatever the Prydanan equivalent of that was.



“As I said,” I spoke calmly, “this move has been a lot for us to endure, especially with all the injured people traveling with us. But once we are settled, you are welcome to visit us and meet everyone. As for now, I am Elliot. This is Gwallmai. And this is Cai, Donal, and Belen.”



“I am Diarthan,” the first man said, and gestured to the other members of the little group. “This is Calla and Gwanhumara. And Edern and Loholt.”



The other two men, Edern and Loholt, nodded to me.



Calla still looked at me suspiciously, but Gwanhumara smiled shyly. She was very pretty, with a freckled face and dark blonde hair in two thick braids that hung over her shoulders.



I smiled back at her, which unfortunately made Calla’s scowl deepen.



“Why have you come here?” she asked in a sharp voice. “What are you running from?”



“The Saecs,” I replied calmly.



“We have enough troubles of our own without you bringing the Saec wolves to our doors,” Calla snapped.



“Calla,” Gwanhumara protested in a soft voice.



“We need to look out for our own first!” she insisted. “What’s the point of having lookouts and hiding places if these strangers are going to lure the raiders to us?”



“Why would we lure raiders here when we’ve come here specifically to escape them?” Gwallmai stood up from the grass.



All evidence of her exhaustion had faded, and she came to stand by my shoulder with an alertness and readiness I was sure she didn’t feel. But I was still grateful for her presence.



“Calla, think about it,” Diarthan said. “The woman’s right, why would they do something like that?”



“Not on purpose, they wouldn’t,” Calla retorted. “But are you telling me the Saecs won’t notice that there’s more people living here? We’ve managed to make it through relatively unscathed precisely because there’s nothing else here. We’re not worth the effort for the Saecs to come here. But with more people, they’re going to come here. More people living here means more women to steal, more men to kill, more children to enslave, more crops to burn, more livestock to slaughter.”



Diarthan frowned, and my heart sank.



“We’re not joining you in Isca Leon,” I said in as calm a voice as I could muster. “We’re further along the coast in the opposite direction to you. We’re not going to make you a target.”



“So you know the Saecs’ minds now, do you?” Calla inquired sarcastically.



“I know my people need somewhere safe to live,” I replied. “And the only way the people of Prydain will defeat the Saecs is by banding together, not by letting fear divide us.”



“Your people,” she mocked.



“Calla,” Edern growled. “Silence.”



“You shame us in front of strangers,” Gwanhumara told her in a low, tight voice.



“Exactly!” Calla exclaimed. “Strangers! We don’t know who this man is!”



“He’s the destined king!” Cai’s voice rang out so loudly that it cracked.



The boy’s face flamed with embarrassment, but he lifted his chin and glared at Calla.



“He’s the true and destined king of all Prydain,” he repeated. “He’s going to keep us safe and drive away the Saecs.”



“Cai,” I warned.



“It’s true!” the boy retorted, seemingly as much to me as to the villagers of Isca Leon.



“It is,” Gwallmai affirmed in a much more level tone.



“The destined king,” Diarthan repeated in soft disbelief.



I squared my shoulders. “Yes.”



“Show them the sword,” Gwallmai told me.



“It’s in the baggage train,” I said ruefully. “It’ll be in the fort.”



“Oh.” Her face fell. “I forgot about that.”



“So, no proof, then?” Calla sneered.



“We saw him!” Cai raged. “We all saw him pull the sword from the stone!”



I was slightly amused at how completely Cai had switched around in his opinion of me and my claim to the throne.



“It doesn’t matter if you believe me or not,” I said calmly. “I’m here to protect the people who do believe in me. And I’ve brought them to the abandoned fort up there. We’re going to repair it and make it a defensible place to live. If you want to visit us and get to know us better, that’s great. If you don’t want that, I’m not going to try and persuade you. I’m not here to recruit followers to a cause.”



“But you still have a village full of people who have followed you,” Calla snapped.



“Two villages, actually,” I said with a wry grin, and then I shrugged. “If people like me and want to join me, they can.”



“And they did like him,” Gwallmai said. “And they did join him.”



She stared directly at Calla like she was trying to burn a hole in her.



Calla shifted angrily and then bent to pick up one handle of the bucket.



“Come on,” she snapped at Gwanhumara, “we should get this back.”



Gwanhumara shook her head at the other woman. She glanced at the men, and then she stepped forward to stand in front of me.



Her eyes found mine in the dim light, and she smiled.



“If you need our help,” she said. “You only have to ask.”



“Gwanhumara!” Calla hissed.



The men looked at each other, and then they nodded.



“Just ask,” Diarthan said.



“Thank you.” I nodded back at them. “And as I said, you’re welcome to visit us at the fort any time.”



“Come on!” Calla snapped to Gwanhumara.



Gwanhumara bent to pick up the other end of the bucket, and Calla quickly hurried them away down the little worn path that led along the top of the cliff toward Isca Leon. The men walked after them, but Gwanhumara looked over her shoulder at us and smiled.



I waited until the little group was out of earshot. Then I turned to the others.



“Well,” I exhaled. “That was… interesting.”



“What a bitch,” Gwallmai stated.



“What a bitch,” Cai echoed.



I gave them both a mock-frown. “That’s not a polite thing to say about our neighbors.”



Gwallmai snorted. “And she was being neighborly? Going on and on about Saecs and hearth gifts.”



“Bitch!” Belen said suddenly, and then he giggled behind his hand.



Gwallmai tutted at him with a smile.



“I can say that word,” she told him. “But you can’t.”



“Not ‘til you’re older,” Cai added.



“Not even then.” Gwallmai shook her head. “Women can call other women bitches, but men can’t call women bitches.”



Cai frowned. “Why not?”



“It’s not polite,” Gwallmai said with an air of deep wisdom.



“What do I call her instead, then?” Cai demanded.



“Mistress Calla,” Gwallmai said.



Cai snorted and looked at me to see what I thought of all this.



I grinned and held up my hands in a gesture of surrender.



“Don’t look at me,” I chuckled. “I’d listen to Gwallmai about this, if I were you.”



Cai looked between us uncertainly, and then he shrugged and grinned.



We stepped off the road and headed along the cliff edge away from Isca Leon.



The night was gathering around us in earnest now, and I called the boys closer to us so they didn’t get lost in the dark. The sea was a glittering, dark blue canvas that stretched away from us toward the skyline, and overhead, the sky was a lighter, mottled blue patched here and there with the remnants of the sunset that had bled their way through.



The way to the fort was all uphill, and we had to pause a few times for the boys to catch their breath. Truth be told, I was glad for the breaks as well.



My ass and thighs were aching from all the exertions of the day, and I couldn’t wait to scrub off the sweat and dirt of the road, have a long drink of water, finally eat something that wasn’t dried meat, crawl into my bedroll, and sleep for a hundred years.



It felt like it took another lifetime of walking, but finally, we saw the dark mass of the fort ahead of us. There was a fire glowing behind the tall stone walls, and I saw some smaller torches had been placed by the lookout boxes by the front gate. That was good, it looked like Bedwyr had assigned some people to keep watch.



My guess was proven correct as we got closer to the fort. As soon as we got to the gate, a shout came through the dusk.



“Halt!” the lookout yelled. “Who goes there?”



“It’s Elliot,” I shouted back. “With Gwallmai. We found the boys.”



“It’s Elliot!” the lookout roared behind him.



Instantly, there was an answering buzz of activity from inside the fort.



The gate was broken when we left, and I was pleased to see that it had been fixed. Now it creaked open, and what felt like the entire population of the fort poured out.



“Elliot!” Bedwyr was at the front of the group, and she came running to me.



I caught her up in my arms and swung her around.



“Oh, my god, Bedwyr,” I gasped. “Oh, it’s so good to see you.”



“It’s so good to see you!” Bedwyr pressed a flurry of kisses all over my face. “Oh, I was so worried, I kept thinking about you lying dead in a ditch or attacked by Saecs or eaten by wolves–”



“Really?” I looked down into her lovely face with a grin.



“Well, only a little bit,” she amended. “I knew you would take care of yourself, but– Well, I still couldn’t help but worry.”



I crushed her against me in another hug and then let her go with a rueful smile.



“I’m very dirty,” I said. “It’s been a long day.”



“I can imagine.” Bedwyr ran to Gwallmai and hugged her as well. “Come in, come in. There’s some stew left in the pot, and while you’re eating, I’ll get someone to haul water so you can clean yourselves up. Cai! Donal and Belen! Oh, I’m so glad you’re all safe!”



She planted a quick kiss on Cai’s forehead and then did the same to Donal and Belen.



The boys all looked startled and then sheepishly pleased.



We headed into the fort, and I nodded in approval as the gate swung shut behind us with a satisfying thud.



“The gate looks great,” I said to Bedwyr.



“Liathan and Beric did it,” she replied. “They’ve been doing all kinds of repairs here, but I thought we should prioritize the gate.”



“Good job,” I praised her.



The fort looked strange in the darkness with the flames of the torches at the guard tower streaming out like horse tails and sending long black shadows in all directions.



The tall blocky shapes of the stone buildings inside the fort loomed out of the darkness, and the gaping holes in their roofs and broken doorways seemed even darker and more dramatic in the leaping torchlight.



The fort had been a home and base for a legion of Lasgoch soldiers, so it was functional rather than comfortable with long stone buildings designed like dorm rooms, training grounds, and storage barns. Lasgoch structures were typically well made, since they’d been built to withstand the rigors of military life, but the fort had been abandoned for years, and it needed a lot of work to be the comfortable haven I knew it could be.



Bedwyr led the way to the fire that we’d seen from outside the fort wall. It’d been set up in the space in front of the first two stone buildings, and the area looked like it was quickly becoming a communal eating and hang-out spot.



Someone had dragged a couple of logs around the fire to form rudimentary benches, and there was a heavy pot hanging over the flames. Bedwyr and some of the other women immediately started filling five bowls with the contents of the pots, and my mouth immediately started watering.



“My god, Bedwyr,” I groaned. “That smells fantastic.”



Bedwyr chuckled, and the women with her exchanged pleased smiles.



“It’s simple food, King Elliot,” one of them said. “But it’ll stick to the inside of your ribs and do you good.”



One of the best feelings in my whole life was sitting down on the log seat, unlacing my boots, and accepting a steaming bowl of stew and a wooden flagon of water.



For a few moments, everything else disappeared as I concentrated solely on the sensations of filling my empty belly with hearty, hot food and cooling my parched throat with good, fresh well water.



I ate and ate and ate, and as soon as my bowl was empty, someone took it and refilled it with another helping. I was too hungry to protest about saving food for later, and I eagerly accepted the refilled bowl.



I devoured the second helping a little more slowly, and I was able to lift my head in between mouthfuls and take in my surroundings.



Cai, Donal, and Belen had finished their bowls and were sitting on the logs next to each other. Their heads were falling forward, and a woman came forward to tap them gently on the shoulders.



Cai startled awake, and the woman gave him a reassuring smile.



“Let’s get you to bed, chickie,” she whispered.



Cai nodded sleepily, and shoved Belen and Donal until they both woke up. They stumbled to their feet and followed the woman with huge yawns splitting their faces wide open.



I smiled, then for the first time, I noticed that Gwallmai was sitting on one of the other logs next to Bedwyr and Myrthin.



Gwallmai put down her bowl and heaved a deep sigh of contentment.



“Goddess bless me,” she murmured. “Oh, that’s better.”



Bedwyr looked at her and then at me with an amused smile on her face.



“I’ve never seen two people eat so much stew with so much purpose,” she said.



“We were really hungry,” I said with an apologetic grin as I scooped up another spoonful of stew.



My eyes flicked from Bedwyr to Mrythin, where he was sitting next to her, and I looked him over for the first time since returning.



He was looking better than he had been when we’d left the fort to bring the villagers back with us. When we’d found him in the crystal cave not too far from the fort, he’d been skeletally thin and disheveled from living underground for years after he made the prophecy about the sword in the stone. He’d been worried about being found out by Vortigern, Medrawt, or any Lasgoch sympathizers who hadn’t taken too kindly to his news of a new king coming to Prydain.



The years of total isolation while living on nothing more than cave rats and seaweed had taken their toll, and he’d been barely coherent when Bedwyr and I found him.



Some untroubled sleep, good meals, a bath, and a shave had done wonders for him, but there was still a wildness in the enchanter’s yellow eyes that was unnerving.



As if he could tell what I was thinking, Myrthin suddenly looked up and met my gaze. His fierce, sharp features and long, gray hair made him look like a man on the edge.



“What are you thinking?” he demanded.



I had to fight to keep my voice even. “I was thinking you look well.”



“Hm.” His thick black eyebrows pulled together into a frown, and he stared at me with a piercing gaze.



I tried hard to keep still and not shift uncomfortably in the way I wanted to. There was something about Myrthin’s stare that made me feel like a worm on a hook.



“So,” Bedwyr broke in to save me from the enchanter’s focus, “where were the boys? What happened?”



I took a deep breath and let it out slowly.



“Well,” I said, “a lot happened, that’s for sure.”



“There was a forest,” Gwallmai said. “And a pig, and a cat, and a lake.”



Bedwyr lifted one light brown eyebrow. “Alright…”



I grinned and told the entire story. I started from the moment when Gwallmai, Cadwal, and I had stepped off the road and told them everything that had happened right up until we came back to the fort.



Bedwyr and Myrthin listened in rapt silence, and some of the villagers came close to the fireside to listen to the tale as well.



When I had finished, I took another drink from my flagon to wet my throat, which had dried out again from all the talking.



“Hm,” Myrthin said.



“Hm,” I repeated. “I kind of thought you might have more to offer than that.”



The old enchanter lifted one tangled black eyebrow. “Oh, you did, did you?”



His heavy Prydain accent lilted his words even more strongly than normal, which I was beginning to learn was a sign he was holding back some strong emotion.



“I did,” I replied in a calm tone. “Do you know anything about this enchantress? And about a sword at the bottom of a lake?”



“And a forest that’s only there sometimes and isn’t on any maps?” Gwallmai added.



Myrthin scowled. “Yes. I do.”



“Okay, and?” I demanded. “What’s the deal here? What’s going on?”



“I don’t know who this enchantress is,” Myrthin said slowly. “But from everything you’ve said, I would bet my last coin that she’s looking for Excalibur.”
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 Chapter 12



“Excalibur,” I repeated.



“What’s that?” Gwallmai asked with a frown.



“I’m going to tell you if you just give an old man a second to breathe and collect his thoughts,” Myrthin said in an irritated tone.



I rummaged through my memories to try and recall what little information I knew about the whole King Arthur and the knights of the round table saga. I knew the name Excalibur, and I remembered it was a sword.



But I already had a sword.



“Isn’t the sword I pulled from the stone Excalibur?” I asked.



“No,” Myrthin said. “They’ve very different swords.”



“What’s the sword from the stone called?” Gwallmai asked.



“It’s called the sword from the stone,” Myrthin snapped. “It has a different destiny than Excalibur, therefore, it is named differently, it appears differently, and it behaves differently.”



“Oh…” Gwallmai nodded gravely. “So what you’re saying is that they’re two different swords.”



Myrthin glowered at her.



Gwallmai smiled sweetly back at him while Bedwyr and I smothered our chuckles.



“Okay,” I said, “so Excalibur is at the bottom of this lake. And I’m guessing it’s a special magical sword that will do something cool?”



“So cool,” Myrthin said in a surprisingly accurate Valley Girl accent. “Like, totally, the coolest, oh, my god.”



Gwallmai giggled, and Myrthin scowled at her again before turning his sour expression onto me.



“Do you want me to tell you about the sword, or did you just bring me here to sit by the fire and look pretty?” he demanded in his normal voice.



That was another surprising thing I’d learned about Myrthin. At some point, he’d left Prydain and whatever universe Prydain existed in, and he’d gone to Earth. He knew about Florida, about America, about popular Western culture, and his references would come out at the most random times.



I nodded to him. “Sorry. Please tell us what you know about Excalibur.”



“Right.” Myrthin exhaled noisily. “So. Excalibur was the sword wielded by the great Prydanan war chief, King Macsen.”



Gwallmai opened her mouth to say something, but Bedwyr nudged her in the side. Gwallmai sighed and settled down again.



“People who feel like interrupting,” Myrthin said in a stern tone, “may want to point out that historically, Prydain has had no king. We have been a people of many tribes, governed by our own rulers, and with no great leader to oversee us all as a united country. We were separate peoples, fierce as the fire and as free as the wind. That is true, and that has been our undoing.”



He sighed, and Bedwyr gave a solemn nod of agreement.



“So,” Myrthin continued, “this way of being had served us well for generations, as we governed ourselves and saw to our own hearths, rather than serving the whims and fancies of one leader who could not possibly see to the farthest-flung corners of his land. Our leaders were those who knew their people and who knew the temper of the ground they stood upon. We were not a people to be yoked to a ruler sitting on a far-off throne. But what had worked for ourselves turned against us once the Lasgochs came. They found a land without unity, without a common will. We had prided ourselves on our independence, but that meant we were too easy to conquer, since we were already divided. We could not stand against the combined might of the Lasgochs, where the soul and face of one man mattered nothing in comparison to the overwhelming majority of the empire.”



It was interesting to hear Myrthin describe the political situation in those terms.



I’d known so many people back in Florida who mourned the fact that modern society seemed to have left community behind. The modern Western model of living was one that praised independence, and I’d often wondered what we were losing by focusing so much on ourselves as individuals.



It wasn’t that I agreed with the Lasgoch way of doing things, but it was telling that both Bedwyr and Myrthin had identified the Prydanan’s historic independence as the thing that had betrayed them when it came to facing the Lasgoch invaders.



It reminded me of Calla and how resistant she’d been to the idea of us moving into the area. She’d seen her problems and the problems of Isca Leon as something isolated, rather than part of something bigger.



It was going to be tricky to find balance if I ever ended up in the situation where I would have to make laws and decide how things would be run in so many places. I didn’t want to focus so much on people as individuals that they lost all sense of community and felt like they couldn’t rely on others, but at the same time, I didn’t want to follow the Lasgoch way and think of people only in terms of serving some greater good.



It was a complicated problem.



But I didn’t have to deal with it just yet, so I tried to put it out of my mind and brought my focus back to what Myrthin was telling us.



“One man,” Myrthin said, “a war chief by the name of Macsen saw the way the tide was turning, and he knew our old ways of living would not serve us against the new threat. He traveled the length and breadth of Prydain and attempted to rally the tribes to his cause. He called upon the people to stand with him, to march behind his flag, and join him and his warriors in forcing the Lasgochs to leave our land once and for all.”



I leaned forward on my hard seat on the log. My knowledge of Prydanan history was very sketchy, and I’d never heard of Macsen before now. I had no idea that anyone had tried to unite the people to fight against the Lasgochs.



Myrthin paused, either to catch his breath or to milk the moment for dramatic effect.



I longed to nudge him along, but I didn’t like the idea of getting scolded for it.



Finally, Myrthin spoke again.



“Macsen rallied the people of Prydain as well as he could,” he said. “The Painted People of Caledonia wouldn’t heed him. The people of Loegres listened reluctantly and joined his forces with their hearts only half believing in his message. But they joined him nevertheless, and Macsen marched on the Lasgoch troops with thousands of Loegrian warriors following his banner.”



I knew what Myrthin was going to say next, but even so, I was intrigued by the old man’s long-winded story.



He paused. “They did not win. Obviously. But for a little while, it seemed like they might. They slaughtered the Lasgochs wherever they found them. They destroyed an entire legion of Lasgoch soldiers, which was something that had never been done before. They burned down the towns the Lasgochs had begun to build and hung the bodies of the Lasgoch civilians in the nearby trees like the terrible white fruits that hang from the goddess’ tree.”



I swallowed hard at that graphic image.



“And yet,” Myrthin said, “it was not enough to defeat the might and power of the Lasgoch empire. The Lasgoch troops were trained in the art of war as our warriors were not. At the greatest and final battle, the Prydanan outnumbered the Lasgochs by thousands. And yet, it was the Lasgochs who triumphed that day. The two sides fought until the battleground was stained with blood. They say it soaked so deeply into the soil that even to this day, nothing will grow there. The Prydanan warriors were scattered. Macsen was gravely wounded, and accompanied only by his loyal cupbearer, he fled away from the battleground and into the safety of a nearby forest. He entrusted his sword, the mighty Excalibur, to his cupbearer and commanded him to fling it into the great lake at the heart of the forest. His cupbearer grieved to throw away such a beautiful and finely wrought weapon, but Macsen commanded it as his last decree as warlord. So the cupbearer hurled the sword into the water of the lake, and as soon as it broke the surface, Macsen’s spirit departed from this world.”



Myrthin paused again and gazed for a moment into the fire.



I exhaled slowly.



“And that,” Myrthin said with a glance around the gathering, “is the tale of Excalibur.”



“Wow,” I said softly. “That’s quite a tale.”



“So this sword,” Gwallmai said, “is Excalibur?”



“I believe so,” Myrthin said.



“But what about the forest?” Bedwyr asked. “I know that area of the Cantwara, and there’s no great forest there, and no great lake, either. There’s a lake, but it’s not magical. It’s just a lake.”



“The forest that Macsen fled to,” Myrthin said, “was no ordinary forest. Depending on who tells the tale, it was the forest of Broceliande, which only appears three times every year, on dates that change every time, and which can only be divined through magical means.”



“So the enchantress could have known the forest would be there,” I said with a nod. “Do you think she knew Cai would be there as well?”



“I cannot speak to another enchanter’s practice,” Myrthin said with a shrug of his big, bony shoulders. “But I can tell you the forest was magical, and therefore so is the lake, and the location of a sword like Excalibur would not be left unguarded.”



“So…” I frowned as I tried to work it out. “Do you think she knew she couldn’t get the sword by herself, threw the bones or whatever to see the future, and saw that Cai would be there and she could use him?”



“Why would Cai have been able to get it?” Bedwyr asked.



“He’s a child without magic,” Myrthin said. “Many enchantments are made to keep the magical and strange at bay, lest they gather too much power to themselves and become forces for evil.”



“Right,” I said. “I guess that makes sense about why she would use Cai. Whatever magic is in the lake wouldn’t be able to keep him out.”



“But did she do it on purpose?” Gwallmai asked. “Or was it just an opportunity that presented itself?”



“Does it matter?” Myrthin raised an eyebrow.



“Yes,” I said in a firm voice. “Because if she knew Cai was going to be there, that could mean she knew we were going to be there as well. Which would mean she’s been watching us.”



Myrthin narrowed his eyes as he thought about that.



“She was surprised, though, wasn’t she?” Bedwyr asked me. “You said when you found the enchantress’ camp, she didn’t seem pleased to see you.”



“That’s true.” I nodded. “Good point. I guess she wasn’t expecting us, then. Maybe she just saw Cai’s arrival.”



“Or perhaps she just didn’t want to get her feet wet,” Gwallmai said.



I snorted, and even Myrthin cracked a grin.



“Okay, well, if we put that question aside,” I said, “the next thing I’ve been wondering is why she would want the sword in the first place. It seems like a lot of work to retrieve a historical relic.”



“But it’s not just a relic.” Myrthin’s eerie eyes fixed on mine with an intensity that sent a prickle of unease down my spine. “Excalibur is the sword of Macsen. Macsen is the closest thing to a king that Prydain has ever had. It would be a powerful symbol at any time, but right now, with the whole land on the precipice of change? With Saecs at our door and a false leader on the throne?”



“Anyone holding the sword of Macsen would have an advantage,” I said in a quiet voice.



“Precisely.” Myrthin nodded. “Tell me more about this enchantress.”



“She was…” My voice trailed off as I tried to find the right words to describe the mysterious woman.



“Beautiful?” A corner of Myrthin’s mouth twitched in a grin.



“Yes,” I admitted. “Very.”



“I’ve seen better,” Gwallmai muttered.



“Have you?” Bedwyr asked her in a tone of amusement.



“I’m just saying,” Gwallmai protested.



“She had very blue eyes,” I said. “Very long dark hair. Pale skin. Her magic was purple.”



Myrthin’s eyes sharpened. “Was she Loegrian?”



“Um…” I thought back. “No.”



“She had a Caledonian accent,” Gwallmai said.



“Ah.” Myrthin sucked in his breath. “It is as I thought.”



“What?” I demanded.



“A Painted enchantress,” he replied. “If she is working with a Caledonian family who wishes to claim the throne of Prydain, then Macsen’s sword would be an invaluable asset.”



I chewed it over in my mind.



“This is serious,” I said. “We can’t let her get the sword.”



“I agree,” Myrthin said in a dry tone. “It would certainly complicate my prophecy, and I prefer my prophecies to remain uncomplicated and wrinkle-free.”



“Which means…” I took a deep breath. “We have to go back to the forest, to Broceliande, and get the sword before the enchantress does.”



“One small problem there,” Gwallmai said. “It’s a magical forest. We don’t know how long it’s going to be there. Even if we set off now, it might not be there when we arrive.”



“That’s true.” I nodded. “But we have to at least try. What’s the alternative, letting this enchantress take the sword and use it to bolster another claim to the throne made by the Painted People? It could lead to civil war.”



“I agree,” Bedwyr said. “I think we should go there as soon as we can and try to find the sword.”



I nodded. “Okay, then.”



“Tomorrow?” Gwallmai pulled a face. “It’s not that I don’t believe in the cause and everything, but my feet would love a rest before tramping all the way back to the forest.”



“Yeah, I understand,” I chuckled. “We need to rest. And I also want to make sure everyone is settling into life here at the fort before I have to leave again. There’s no point rushing off to secure my claim to the throne if I can’t look after the people who’ve already joined me.”



Bedwyr’s eyes were soft in the firelight as she nodded. “I know they’ll appreciate that.”



“So will my feet,” Gwallmai added with a grin.



“The day after tomorrow,” I said. “That’s when we’ll head back to the forest.”



A huge yawn suddenly overtook me, and Bedwyr got to her feet and took my empty bowl.



“And right now,” she said in a soft tone, “you need to rest and recover from the journey. There’s water drawn and heated for you in the bathhouse, and after that, you need to rest. Don’t worry about standing watch tonight, there are plenty of other people who will do that for you.”



“I don’t want to just sit on my ass,” I protested. “I’m not about to let everyone else do the work for me.”



“Elliot.” Bedwyr smiled down at me with a mixture of fondness and exasperation. “You just went on a rescue mission and brought back three lost children. I don’t think anyone here will begrudge you an unbroken night’s sleep.”



“You’ve got that right,” Beric said.



He’d come to listen to Myrthin’s tale with some of the other villagers. Everyone around him nodded in agreement.



“Elliot, you’ve done a lot for us,” Beric continued. “You’ve given us a chance at a new life, a safe life. You deserve more than we can ever give you.”



“A full night’s sleep is the least we can do,” another villager added.



I smiled. “Well, okay, then. I’ll take you up on your offer. Thank you.”



The villagers hadn’t skimped on drawing water and heating it. When I went into the bathhouse, I found a heavy iron pot full of enough water to thoroughly scrub myself down and wash my hair. There was even a little brown ball of soap that I guessed someone had brought with them from the village, along with a pot of salt that I used to scrub myself.



By the end of my wash, my skin felt fresh and tingly, and I was very ready for bed.



Bedwyr had told me to leave my clothes out to be washed, so I shoved my feet back into my boots and wrapped myself in a spare blanket to go back to the building that was being used as our sleeping quarters.



It was still a very rough living arrangement, and people’s blankets and sleeping skins were strewn across the floor as they waited for their owners to turn in for the night.



I settled down into my blanket and started picturing exactly how I would organize living arrangements for everyone, but my head was too heavy with sleep to think about that for long. Before I knew it, I’d fallen fast asleep.



I slept through the night in the deadened sleep of the totally exhausted, and I ended up sleeping past dawn.



When I finally woke up, the sunlight was streaming in through the cracks in the door, and I was the only one still in my bedroll.



I sat up, stretched, yawned, and padded barefoot across the floor to the door. I pushed it open and stood with the blanket wrapped around me as I looked out at the fort.



It was about mid-morning, and the fort was bustling with noise and activity. People were working on repairing the wooden walkway that ran along the top of the stone wall that encased the fort. When it was repaired, it would be the perfect place to install sentries to keep a lookout. I made a mental note to see if anyone among the villagers knew about archery. It would be great to set up archers there to help keep any potential invaders at bay.



“You’re awake!” Bedwyr came walking up to me with a smile on her face.



“I didn’t mean to sleep for so long,” I said in a rueful tone.



“You were exhausted,” she said. “Gwallmai is still asleep in one of the other huts.”



“It’s good that she can sleep,” I said with a nod. “She needs her rest.”



“Yes, that’s what I thought,” Bedwyr said. “Are you hungry? There’s porridge in the pot.”



At the thought of food, my stomach immediately let out a loud growl.



Bedwyr and I grinned at each other.



“Where are my clothes?” I asked.



“Oh, they should be almost dry by now,” Bedwyr answered. “The sun’s so warm today, we’ve been taking advantage of the heat to wash and dry as much as we can.”



She led the way over to the big fire. I sat down on one of the log benches, and Bedwyr lifted the lid off the iron pot, stirred the contents, and then filled a bowl full of porridge. She handed it to me along with a spoon.



“I’ll go find your clothes,” she said.



“Thanks,” I replied and filled my mouth with hot porridge.



“Good morning, Elliot!” a man called down from the walkway at the top of the wall.



“Good morning.” I lifted my arm in a wave. “How’s it going?”



“It’s going well!” he called back. “Bedwyr told us to work on fixing the walkway and making sure the outer wall is in good condition.”



“Excellent.” I nodded. “I’ll come up there and see for myself in a bit, but it looks like you’re doing great work.”



The man nodded with a pleased grin and went back to his work.



Bedwyr came back with my jeans, T-shirt, socks, and underwear.



“It’s dry,” she told me.



“Oh, great, thanks.” I finished my bowl of porridge, pulled on my underwear and jeans under the blanket, shed the blanket, and dragged my shirt on over my head.



“Your strange garb.” Bedwyr smiled. “When I have a spare moment, I’ll find some cloth and stitch you a tunic.”



“Hey, what’s wrong with my jeans?” I looked down at myself and then up at her with a grin.



“Nothing.” She smiled back. “You look very fine. But you look like a foreigner.”



“Ah, I get it.” I nodded. “Good point.”



“It will inspire more confidence in you if you look like one of us,” she said. “Besides, I think a tunic will show off your calves very well.”



“Really?” I chuckled.



“Really.” Bedwyr looked me up and down with a glint in her hazel eyes. “You have excellent calves, you know.”



“I didn’t know.” I grinned, and my cheeks heated a bit, but I was flattered by the compliment. “Thank you.”



“You’re welcome.” Bedwyr licked her lips and then cleared her throat. “When we arrived here, it seemed prudent to me to assign people tasks so we could begin the process of repairing the fort as quickly as possible.”



“Yeah, I noticed,” I said and gestured toward the men working on the walkway. “Good job, and on fixing the gate as well.”



“I thought those were the main priorities,” she answered. “But there are other tasks I thought should be worked on. I can show you now, if you’d like.”



“I would.” I smiled at her. “Lead the way.”



I’d already seen the work being done to repair the walkway and ensure the outer wall was stable, but as Bedwyr led me through the fort, I could see many other tasks being undertaken.



The latrine was housed in a long, low stone building by the back wall of the fort, which looked out over the ocean. It hadn’t been attended to since the departure of the Lasgoch soldiers who’d lived here before we arrived.



I shuddered in sympathy as I saw that the door of the latrine was propped open.



“God,” I said. “I bet that’s been quite a task.”



“It did take a little bit of persuasion to get people to work on it,” Bedwyr admitted. “But they soon saw the wisdom of it, and in all honesty, it hasn’t been as difficult a task as I feared. The Lasgoch plumbing system is still intact, so the main problem has been cleaning and repairing the inside.”



We went to the door of the latrine and looked inside.



I was a little bit worried about what I was going to face, but the main thing that greeted me was a strong smell of vinegar. It wasn’t super fragrant, but it was Dior compared to what I’d been worried about.



Inside the latrine, a long stone bench ran the length of the building on both sides. The bench had holes cut out at various intervals, and a wooden board that looked like it had been cut very recently was placed over the stone bench on one side. There were holes in the wooden board that lined up with the holes in the stone underneath.



Three villagers were scrubbing away at the stone floor and walls.



They looked up at us and quickly scrambled to their feet.



“King Elliot!” one of them gasped. “You shouldn’t– why are–”



“You don’t need to see this,” another one stammered.



“Relax, guys,” I said with a grin. “I came to congratulate the brave souls who agreed to do this job.”



A ripple of laughter went around the group.



“We’re real heroes,” one woman said with a grin.



“You are,” I agreed. “Fighting magical pigs is nothing compared to scrubbing out the latrine. You’re all doing a damn fine job.”



The workers grinned and went back to their task with renewed energy.



As we came out, a man I recognized from Bedwyr’s village came up to the latrine building with another long plank of wood over his shoulder.



“Prast,” Bedwyr greeted him.



“I’m just fitting new, um, seats,” Prast explained.



“Good job,” I told him.



We stepped out of the way so he could maneuver his way inside with the long plank, and then moved on.



There were eight buildings in total inside the fort, and they were laid out in four rows of two. Behind all of them was a bare space that Bedwyr and I guessed had previously been used for growing crops. When we first got here, we noticed there were a few seedlings that had managed to escape the attention of the fort’s resident goat and flock of chickens, and as we approached that space, I saw a group of women weaving a fence to go around it.



“This looks good,” I said. “It’ll help keep the chickens at bay.”



“Yes, that’s what we thought,” Bedwyr said.



The women stopped their work as we came closer. Some of them bobbed their heads in a little bow at me, and others just smiled.



“What do you think of the new place?” I asked them.



The women looked at each other and then back at me.



“It’s lovely, King Elliot,” one of them said.



I smiled and lifted my eyebrows. “Don’t worry about giving me harsh feedback. I want to know what you really think. How can this be made better?”



“Well…” One of the women took a deep breath. “Some of us were thinking… The communal living quarters are nice and all, but we’re used to having our own spaces. Our own places to call home.”



“I said we didn’t need our own places,” another woman cut in quickly. “So long as there’s a roof over my head and a wall to keep the Saec bastards out, that’s all we need.”



“I want this place to be a home you’ll enjoy living in,” I said. “Not just a place to be safe. And you’re right, you deserve to have your own homes.”



“It’s not that I’m not grateful,” the first woman said, and her voice trembled a little. “Just being here, seeing these high walls, and what a good spot this fort is built on– I’ve been sleeping so much more soundly here than I had for years back in our village. It makes such a difference, King Elliot, you have no idea.”



“We feel safe,” another woman said. “For the first time in… I can’t remember how long it’s been.”



I smiled. “I’m really glad to hear that. What are your names?”



“I’m Rilla,” the first woman said, and she gestured around at the three other women who were working alongside her. “And this is Tara, Columba, and Flavia.”



I nodded as I committed their names to memory.



“I hear what you’re saying, Rilla,” I told her. “I had that thought as well. I want people to feel comfortable here and to take pride in their own spaces.”



“Thank you, King Elliot.” Rilla bowed her head in acknowledgement. “It lifts my heart to hear you say that.”



“Of course.” I looked over the edge of one woven fence panel. “I know you brought some seeds with you from your village. I have to admit I don’t know much about planting things, but will they grow here in this patch of soil?”



“Oh, yes,” Tara assured me. “The people who were here before us chose the spot well. We were thinking that in this spot over here, where it’s shadier, we would plant herbs like mint and lemon balm. The sunnier spot we’ll use for rosemary and sage.”



“But most of it will be oats,” Columba said.



“If we can trade with the local village or perhaps go on a trip to Durovernum,” Flavia said, “then we could grow onions and turnips as well, and beans and parsnips.”



“And barley.” Rilla giggled.



The other women laughed as well. I didn’t understand why until Bedwyr murmured in my ear.



“Barley can be used to brew mead,” she whispered.



“Oh, I see.” I grinned.



“I’m just saying,” Rilla said with another laugh. “The possibility is there.”



“I’m not complaining,” I chuckled. “Although maybe the barley should wait until we grow some fruits or vegetables. I’d rather we didn’t all die from scurvy.”



“What’s scurvy?” Columba asked.



“It’s a sickness you get from not eating enough fruits and vegetables,” I said. “You develop sores all over your body, and then your teeth fall out.”



“Oh, wrack fever!” Columba nodded in understanding. “Yes, that’s a terrible one.”



“Don’t worry,” Bedwyr told me. “I’m going to lead an expedition at some point and see if we can find some fat hen and wild garlic shoots to forage, although it’s probably too late in the season to find a lot of garlic.”



“What’s fat hen?” I queried.



Flavia grinned. “Didn’t you know that’s what we call Rilla?”



“Oh, get out of here!” Rilla exclaimed, and she aimed a fake blow at Flavia’s head.



Everyone chuckled.



“Well, keep up the good work,” I told them, and Bedwyr and I moved away.



“Fat hen?” I asked Bedwyr in an undertone.



“It’s a plant,” she replied with a chuckle. “You can add it to stews and pies and all kinds of things.”



“What a weird name.” I shook my head. “Well, if it stops us from dying of wrack fever, I don’t care what it’s called.”



Bedwyr laughed.



“Elliot!” Cai called out.



I turned around as he, Donal, Belen, and some of the other kids ran up to us.



“Hey,” I greeted them. “How are you guys doing? Did you sleep alright?”



“Yes.” Cai nodded excitedly. “This fort is so much fun!”



“I thought you’d like it.” I smiled. “What have you been doing?”



Before I could answer, there was a loud and protesting bleat. The goat whom we’d discovered had made the fort her home came bounding after the children. There was a chicken clinging to the goat’s back, and she flapped her wings wildly to keep her footing during the wild ride.



“We’ve been finding grass and plants for the animals,” Cai told me. “The two cows are grazing outside the fort, so we’ve been watching them and finding things for the goat and chickens to eat as well.”



“By yourselves?” I lifted my eyebrows.



“Of course not!” Myrthin’s grumbling voice answered, and he came tramping up to us with several more chickens running frantically after him. “I went with them outside the walls.”



That didn’t reassure me a whole lot, but the knowing glint in Myrthin’s eyes stopped me from mentioning that out loud.



Cai looked happier than I’d ever seen him, and he scratched behind the goat’s ears with a wide smile. The goat rested her head against Cai’s knee briefly and then tossed her floppy ears and let out another hoarse bleat.



“She wants more grass,” Cai said with a grin.



He and the other children took off at a run with the goat charging after them. The chicken that had been on the goat’s back evidently decided it was too much work for her, and she flapped to the ground and came to hang out with the rest of the chickens who were still scratching the ground around Myrthin’s feet.



“I suppose I should go and supervise them,” Myrthin said.



“Take care,” I said.



“Of myself or of them?” the old man asked with a lifted eyebrow.



“Both,” I replied.



“Hm,” he grunted and then strode off after the group of children.



The chickens immediately gave chase and ran after him.



Bedwyr laughed softly.



“It’s such a strange sight,” she said. “I never thought I’d witness anything like it.”



“The great enchanter Myrthin babysitting?” I asked with a grin. “Or the great enchanter Myrthin being chased by a flock of chickens?”



“All of it,” she replied. “Just Myrthin being here is more than I ever hoped would happen. And now he’s here in the fort that’s being rebuilt to be the base of the true and destined king of all Prydain, and I’m here with him. I never could’ve dreamed something like this would ever happen.”



“Well, now it has.” I smiled at her.



Bedwyr leaned against my shoulder in a brief gesture of affection. She smiled up at me, and I softly kissed her forehead.



“What do you want to see next?” she asked.



“Does anyone here know about working with stone?” I asked.



“Yes.” She nodded. “You need to see Howel, he knows all about that. I think he’s working on repairs to the outer wall today.”



There were wooden staircases at various intervals that led up to the walkway that ran along the top of the stone wall, and Bedwyr led the way to the nearest one. We began to climb up, but the staircase creaked and groaned so alarmingly that we paused and then climbed back down again.



A man came hurrying over to the edge of the walkway and leaned down to yell at us.



“That staircase is too far gone!” he called. “You’ll have to use another!”



“We just want to talk to Howel,” Bedwyr called back to him. “Is he up there?”



The man leaned away from the edge and straightened up.



“Howel!” he bellowed. “You’re wanted on the ground!”



He quickly moved away from that part of the walkway and hurried back to where he’d been previously.



Now that I was looking at the walkway properly, it was clear to see that some parts of it were in much worse condition than others.



“We’re going to have to get that fixed as soon as possible,” I said. “I don’t want any accidents happening.”



“I know Liathan is working on making new nails and supports,” Bedwyr replied. “Guern and Prast have been organizing a crew of people to go out and find fresh wood. It just takes time to get everything ready.”



I nodded.



It wasn’t as simple as running out to the hardware store and buying some planks and nails that were ready for use. If we needed wood, we were going to have to cut down trees and prepare the planks ourselves.



A tall, burly man with curly gray hair came down a stairway that was a little further along the wall. He walked over to us, so I guessed he was Howel.



“You wanted me?” he asked Bedwyr and then sketched a quick bow to me. “King Elliot.”



“Hey,” I said. “I understand you’re the guy to talk to about working with stone?”



“Yes.” He nodded. “I’m a mason. I used to work in Durovernum before I had to move back to the village to take care of my grandchildren.”



“Okay.” I turned around and pointed at the rows of buildings in front of us. “These buildings. What kind of state is the stone in here? Can it be reused?”



“It’s good quality stone,” Howel replied. “The foundations of the buildings are solid, too. It would just be a question of building the right kind of equipment to repair them all. Ladders, for a start… They’re so much larger than the roundhouses in the villages…”



“I wasn’t thinking so much about repairing them,” I said. “I was thinking more about reusing the stone.”



“To make other structures?” Howel lifted his eyebrows.



“Yes,” I replied. “People will want their own homes, and I want them to have that. Can we repurpose the stone that’s here to make several smaller structures?”



“Yes, certainly.” Howel shot me a glance that was both surprised and pleased. “I know people would like that. Although– may I speak freely?”



“Of course,” I told him.



“If we’re going to reuse the stone,” he said, “I would prioritize the repairs to the outer wall. It’s in pretty good shape as it is, but obviously, we want it to be as sturdy as possible. So, if I were given free rein to do as I thought best, I would take the stone from the buildings and use it to repair the outer wall and structures like the latrine, the cookhouse, the bathhouse, and any storage barns you wanted to build. Then I would let people build their own huts out of the rushes and daub they’re used to working with. That way, you’re not using labor on building houses that could be used on repairs and structures that would benefit the entire fort.”



“I like that idea,” I said. “People know how to build and repair their own huts, and it’ll be affirming for them to build their own homes, as well. What do you think, Bedwyr?”



“I think that’s an excellent idea.” Bedwyr nodded. “Especially about letting people build their own houses. They’ll appreciate you giving them back a bit of control over their lives and living situation.”



“Great.” I smiled. “Howel, what do you need to make this happen?”



“First off,” he said, “we’ll prioritize the repairs to the wall and to the walkways. Then, once that’s been taken care of, we can start dismantling these bigger structures. For now, we have everything we need, and everything we don’t have, we can make.”



“Cool.” I nodded. “Keep me updated about progress and let me know if you need more hands or anything.”



“Thank you, King Elliot.” Howel inclined his head to me and then made the gesture of loyalty with his hand twisted over his heart.



He went back to his work on the wall, and Bedwyr smiled at me.



“You’ve won his loyalty, I think,” she said in a soft voice. “For a man like Howel, it means a lot to have you place your trust in him and his skills and opinion as a craftsman.”



“He sounds like he knows what he’s talking about,” I said, and I gestured to the walls. “I have no idea where to even start with repairing a structure like this.”



“Even so.” Bedwyr’s hazel eyes were proud. “You trusted him. And he’ll remember that.”



I smiled and put my arm around her shoulders.



“Come on,” I said. “What else do I need to look at?”



The rest of the day was spent both overseeing the work going on in the fort and joining in with it. I wasn’t a trained carpenter or a stonemason, but I could use a hammer and keep poles steady while the experts worked their magic. I thought I did a pretty good job at just being an extra pair of hands, and from the smiles that greeted me, I could tell that the workers appreciated my presence.



I wondered if some of them had thought they were just exchanging one bad king for a slightly less bad king with my arrival, but I was determined to show them that my way of doing things was going to be very different from Vortigern’s. And from the way people reacted to my joining in with the simple tasks, it seemed they were taking that message to heart.



I helped Prast fit the second bench cover in the latrine block, and then I joined in with the work that was starting on the walkway. The plan was to remove it piece by piece and replace it with a good, sturdy structure, but without the walkway, it would be difficult for Howel to direct the work that was happening on the walls.



The solution was to work on replacing the parts of the walkway at the strongest points of the wall that weren’t so desperately in need of repairs. That way, when we reached the areas of the wall where Howel and his men were working, they had somewhere else to go while we raised the new structure.



It was hot work, and my muscles were already weary from the long trek yesterday, but I threw myself into it. Even though I was tired, it felt really fucking good to do something where I could so quickly see the results of what I was doing.



It was nothing like shadowing some privileged nepo baby as they snorted various substances into the early hours of the morning. This was something that had real value and meaning.



My shoulders ached, my palms were blistered, and my clean shirt was once again soaked with sweat, but the feeling of satisfaction rolled through me like good liquor. My work had a purpose. Every ache, every blister, every twinge was in the pursuit of my people’s safety, and it was something that was worth everything it took.



We stopped for lunch and had bread and dried meat.



Every able-bodied person had a job to do in making the fort fit for purpose, so the tasks of laundry, cooking, and foraging fell to those who were recovering from injuries or weren’t strong enough to undertake hard labor.



I saw Cadwal helping to divide up the bread and meat for lunch. Faolan was at his side, and from his happy chatter to the other kids, I gathered that the two of them had gone out foraging together. They’d managed to find some roots and tubers that were going to be added to the pot for the evening meal.



After lunch, I left the work on the wall and went out of the fort with the children and some of the less able-bodied villagers. I’d had an idea to build a fence to contain the cows, so I enlisted the help of anyone who was free to help me gather branches and mark out the edges of the space we would use for their pasture.



Gwallmai had gotten up by that point, and she and Bedwyr came to help. We spent the rest of the day setting out the edges of the pasture and making the fence. We drove heavy stakes into the ground at various intervals, and then I learned how to weave thin, flexible branches between the stakes and underneath each other to make the panels of the fence.



Bedwyr showed me a trick of soaking some of the more stubborn branches in water for a while, which softened them so they could be woven around the stakes without breaking.



It was a nice change of pace from the more back-breaking labor of working on the walkways, and the presence of the children made it fun. Some of them were more interested in running around and wrestling with each other than actually doing any work, but I smiled and told Bedwyr not to worry about it when she tried to bring their focus back to the task at hand.



“Let them play,” I told her in an undertone. “They deserve to remember what it’s like to be kids again.”



By the time the sun had started to slide down the sky, we’d almost finished the fence. The final touch would be a woven gate, and Gwallmai knew how to make leather hinges that would make it easy to open and close.



The cows had been free roaming all day, but with the children’s help, we herded them into their new pasture to enjoy the pile of grasses and plants that Cadwal and Faolan had found for them.



With that done, we all headed back into the fort.



“What now?” Bedwyr asked me as the kids ran ahead of us in a contest to see who could reach the gate first.



“I was actually thinking of going for a swim.” I wiped my forehead on my arm with a rueful grin. “I’m so hot and sweaty, and I don’t want to ask anyone to haul water for me to have a bath. The sea’s right there, so I might as well use it.”



“That’s a good idea.” Bedwyr smiled. “Maybe I’ll join you.”



“I’m too tired for a swim.” Gwallmai gave a huge yawn. “I’m going to go in and see if anyone needs help with cooking dinner.”



“Okay.” I nodded. “We’ll see you in a bit.”



“You go ahead,” Bedwyr told me. “I’ll catch up.”



“Alright,” I replied.



Bedwyr and Gwallmai went into the fort, and I turned down the little path worn into the grass and chalky ground at the top of the cliff. The way led down pretty steeply, but there were plenty of tufts of grass and lumps and bumps in the cliff face to grab onto if my footing slipped.



The path went right down onto the beach, and as soon as I set foot on the sand, my face split wide open in a grin.



It was cooler down there by the water, and the tide was coming in, so there was only a small stretch of sand between the bottom of the cliff and the beginning of the ocean.



I paused for about a second as I wondered if anyone might be watching, but then I decided I was too hot and dirty to care. I pulled off my clothes, left them in the sand, and charged into the waves.



The cold water against my bare skin was as shocking as a slap in the face, and I whooped with adrenaline as I plunged in deeper. The waves churned around my knees and then around my hips, and I threw myself forward until the water came up to my chin.



The water lifted me in its cold, salty embrace, and I closed my eyes and spread out my arms underneath the surface of the waves. I bobbed up and down on one foot and felt the water’s chill rush all over my body. It made my heart pound, and my blood sing with exhilaration as my body was buffeted by the water.



I’d been swimming in the ocean before, but the languid blue water of Miami Beach was nothing like this. This ocean was gray and fierce, and I could feel the energy in every wave that broke against my body. It was a mild day, and the ocean was relatively calm, but even so, I could feel the power thrumming underneath that deceptively calm appearance.



It was kind of like how Gwallmai had tried to make me understand the difference between woods and a forest. Before, I would have said that I was a good swimmer; I knew what it was like to swim in the ocean. But now, with the wild gray waters of the Prydanan ocean pushing and tugging at me, I felt like I was experiencing the sea for the very first time.



The sun broke on the surface of the waves, and a seabird wheeled overhead with a harsh cry.



I turned my head up to watch its path, and when it caught a current of warm air and soared upward over the cliff, my attention was caught by a figure making its way down the cliff path to the beach.



I hadn’t realized how far away from the shore I’d drifted. I was out of my depth, and I began to swim back to the beach. I got closer and recognized Bedwyr, and I sped up my strokes to reach her more quickly.



My feet hit the sand at the same time Bedwyr pulled her dark red tunic up over her head.



I stood up in the waves with water streaming from my body and stared.



Bedwyr stared back at me.



For a moment, we just looked at each other, at each other’s naked bodies.



My eyes followed the contours of Bedwyr’s form as she was lit by the dark golden light of the pre-sunset hour. Her long, strong, toned arms and legs. The scoop and lift of her breasts. The hollow of her flat stomach. The pink flush of her pussy waiting for me between her thighs. It was the same pink as her nipples and her lips.



I lifted my gaze to her face and saw the naked hunger in her hazel eyes.



We moved in unison.



I splashed through the shallows and caught Bedwyr in my arms just as she entered the water. I crushed her naked body against mine and spun her around and around in my arms.



She laughed and clung to me, and then she braced herself against my shoulders to look down into my face. Her lips were parted, her eyes were dancing, and then she lowered her mouth to mine and kissed me.
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 Chapter 13



“Elliot,” Bedwyr whispered into my mouth. “Oh, Elliot, my king.”



The sound of my name on her lips was like a heady drug entering my system.



“God, Bedwyr,” I sighed. “I missed you so much.”



“We were only apart for one night,” she said with a smile.



“I know.” I kissed her again on her lips, her cheeks, her forehead, and the tip of her nose. “But even so. I missed you. I missed your body, and I missed your soul and your eyes and your smile…”



“Mm,” Bedwyr sighed, and she wrapped her arms around my neck. “Me, too.”



She looked over her shoulder, and I wondered if she felt self-conscious about being naked and in my arms, where someone else might see us. But then she pointed behind us, further along the beach.



“There’s a little dock there,” she said.



“Is there?” I asked.



“Yes.” She bit her lower lip and smiled at me. “Elliot, you might be my king, but I am not going to make a crisscross on the sand with you.”



“Oh, I see.” I grinned as realization of what she was really talking about flashed through me.



Bedwyr had previously explained to me some of the Prydanan euphemisms for making love. Copulating was a pretty basic one, but other common phrases were to make a crisscross, to join together, to play together, or to share a joke together. My favorite phrase, however, was to grind someone’s meal in my mill.



“So,” I said and waggled my eyebrows at her, “you’re saying we should make a crisscross on the dock?”



“Not on the sand,” she told me in a firm voice. “Sand gets everywhere, and it’s not just uncomfortable, it can make you… sore.”



“You speak from experience, I take it?” I grinned at her in a teasing way. “Have you shared many jokes on romantic beaches over the years?”



“No!” Bedwyr looked at me with a scandalized expression on her face. “No, not at all.”



“Well, you know a lot about all the places sand can get,” I teased her.



“That’s not my experience,” she told me with a grin. “That comes straight from Nessan.”



“Nessan.” I wrinkled my brow as I tried to put a face to the name, and then suddenly, my eyebrows shot up. “Wait, Nessan, Liathan’s wife?”



“Yes.” Bedwyr let out one of her rare girlish giggles.



I loved to hear the sound, and I loved to see the merry gleam in her eyes.



“Are you telling me,” I said, “that Nessan and Liathan are in the habit of… sharing jokes on the beach?”



“Yes.” Bedwyr nodded mischievously. “Or at least, they were, in their courting days, but then both of them started getting– well, it wasn’t pleasant. In their secret areas. And now they don’t do that anymore.”



I couldn’t hold back a laugh at the thought of big, buff Liathan engaging in beach sex. His wife, Nessan, was a small, dark-skinned woman who was at least two heads shorter than her husband and half his width. But the two of them shared the same teasing, joking sense of humor, and I liked them a lot.



“That mental image is going to be in my head now,” I said with a chuckle.



“Oh, no.” Bedwyr made her eyes wide and innocent. “Then I suppose we should try and give you something else to think about.”



My grip tightened momentarily on Bedwyr’s hips, but then she wriggled, and I put her down again.



Bedwyr slipped her hand into mine, and we ran out of the water and along the beach together.



There was a small wooden dock just like Bedwyr had said there would be. Like most things in the area that belonged to the fort, it was ramshackle and had definitely seen better days. But it was sturdy enough to hold our weight and tucked away in a curve of the cliff that hid us from any observing eyes, and that was all I cared about.



Bedwyr led me to the very end of the dock where it stuck out over the water, then she turned around and kissed me hard.



I kissed her back, and my hands traveled all over her body in a joyful exploration of everything she was offering to me. Her long, slender arms and legs were toned with strong muscles, and her skin was brown from the sun. My fingers traced her narrow waist and the curve of her hips. The press of her breasts against my chest, and their pale softness where they were untouched by the sun’s rays, sent heat through my veins.



Bedwyr’s lips burned against my shoulders, throat, chest, and arms. My head was full of Bedwyr. My nose was full of her scent, my hands were hungry for her skin, and my mouth was desperate for her mouth like a man on the brink of dehydration in a desert.



“Elliot,” Bedwyr whispered, and the sound of my name on her tongue made my blood boil with desire.



“Bedwyr,” I murmured.



“Touch me,” she begged. “I love it when you touch me.”



I cupped her breasts in my hands and lifted their soft weight. My thumbs ran over her nipples, and Bedwyr’s whole body shuddered with pleasure. Her skin was so unbelievably soft, I wanted to dig my fingers into her flesh and consume her like a ripe peach.



I rolled her rosy-pink nipples between my forefingers and thumbs. They were like the buds of some beautiful flower, and I loved feeling them between my fingers. I loved how Bedwyr gasped and arched her back when I pulled on them.



I bent my head over her and guided her breast to my mouth. My lips closed around her nipple, and I sucked it to a gleaming, hard point, then bit it gently.



Bedwyr gasped and wriggled in pleasure.



“Oh,” she whispered. “Oh, yes…”



Goosebumps broke out all over her skin, and her eyelashes fluttered.



“You like that?” I growled.



“Yes,” she breathed.



“What about this?” I bit her nipple again, harder this time, and Bedwyr whimpered



“Yeeessss,” she gasped. “Oh, Elliot, that feels so good.”



I bit her nipple and worked it with my tongue, and Bedwyr writhed against me in delight. My hands moved over her body and traced a path down her smooth stomach. My hands went to her hips, and then I pulled back from her a little bit so I could cup the sweet heat of her pussy in my hand.



Bedwyr jumped and let out a little gasp.



“Is that okay?” I murmured.



“Mm.” She nodded avidly. “Oh, yes, it is.”



“You’re so wet,” I said as I felt the slickness of her juices coat my fingers.



“I love it when you touch me,” she breathed. “I love feeling your hands on my body.”



I slid one finger inside the waiting heat of Bedwyr’s pussy, and she gasped and clung to my shoulders. I pressed another finger inside her, and then I began to work them in and out of her pussy.



Bedwyr moaned and held onto me for dear life.



“Yeeeessss,” she groaned. “Oh, goddess, yes.”



I changed the angle of my wrist so I could rub her clit. The swollen bud was so prominent between her silken folds that I found it at once, and Bedwyr’s body spasmed in shock as I brushed her clit with my thumb.



I bent my head and captured her mouth with mine. Bedwyr moaned under my lips and then gasped as I worked my fingers in and out of her pussy. She was dripping wet, and her clit was throbbing with desire.



With my other hand, I cupped one of her breasts and then pinched her nipple gently.



“Yes!” Bedwyr moaned. “Ohhhhhh, yes.”



I tugged on her nipple and rolled it between my finger and thumb.



Bedwyr moaned again. She bucked her hips against my hand as she held onto my shoulders, and her head hung back as she arched her body into my caresses. Her nipples were like bright pink rubies, and I pinched and pulled on them in a way that made Bedwyr squirm with pleasure.



Her pussy was pulsing under the relentless pressure of my fingers. I plunged them deep inside her, I worked her clit into a frenzy, and I worked her nipples.



Bedwyr gave a shallow gasp as she climaxed.



Her body shook, and she moaned without holding anything back. Her hands gripped my shoulders as her knees wobbled, and her pussy grabbed my fingers and wouldn’t let them go.



“Goddess!” she choked out.



Bedwyr bucked her hips back and forth a few more times to wring out every last drop from her orgasm. Then she slowly blinked her eyes open and looked up at me with an expression of awe on her face.



“Oh, Elliot,” she whispered. “Oh, I will never get used to how good that feels. To be held by you, to be loved by you, to feel such pleasure from your fingers… It’s like magic.”



“I want to see my lady satisfied and happy,” I murmured.



“And I am,” she assured me breathlessly. “You have no idea how satisfied… and how happy you make me.”



I smiled. My hands tightened on her hips, and then they moved slowly up and down her back as I enjoyed tracing a path down the smooth landscape of her spine and ribs.



Bedwyr linked her hands around the back of my neck and leaned forward so she could whisper in my ear.



“It’s a safe day,” she breathed.



“Are you sure?” I checked. “The other day, it wasn’t.”



“That’s the wonders of a cycle, Elliot,” Bedwyr said with a soft chuckle. “It changes.”



I grinned. “Well, if you’re sure…”



“I am.” She unlinked her hands from the back of my neck and moved them so she was clasping my face in her palms. “I am very sure.”



She pulled my face down to meet hers. Our lips touched, and Bedwyr’s warm, hungry mouth clung to mine with a feverish intensity. Her tongue darted out, found mine, and joined with it in a teasing dance that set my heart pounding with excitement and my cock aching with desire.



In one quick movement, I slid my hands down Bedwyr’s body to her hips and lifted her off her feet.



She gave a little gasp of surprise and held onto me as I knelt down with her in my arms and laid her down on her back on the wooden dock.



“I’m so glad we’re hidden from view,” Bedwyr murmured. “Otherwise, I imagine we would provide quite a spectacle for anyone on top of the cliff.”



I looked over my shoulder with a grin. The cliff curved around, and the top hung further out over the ocean than the bottom. It meant whoever was on top of the cliff had no way of seeing what was going on down below. Part of my brain tucked that knowledge away and wondered if the dock had been on this secret spot for some other kind of purpose, like smuggling.



“Hey.” Bedwyr caught my chin in her hand and turned my face back around to her. “The view is down here, not up there.”



“Yes, it is,” I murmured in agreement. “And I want to see all of it.”



Bedwyr threw her legs wide open for me, and I ran my fingers up from her knees to the pink, pulsing blossom that was waiting for me. I slipped one finger inside her pussy, and Bedwyr groaned and arched her back in pleasure.



“Yeeeeesss,” she gasped.



Bedwyr’s pussy was liquid and beating with heat from the orgasm I’d already given her. I couldn’t wait to feel her on my shaft, and my cock twitched with desire as I traced my finger between her silken pussy lips.



“Elliot,” Bedwyr begged.



“Patience,” I chuckled.



“I can’t,” she whispered. “You drive me wild.”



I ran my hand slowly down the beautiful lines of Bedwyr’s body. I cupped her jaw, trailed my hand down her throat, lifted her breasts, and kissed her pink nipples. Then I stroked down the soft hollow of her belly, the smooth curve of her hips, and the toned flesh of the side of her ass. I slipped my hands under her ass and lifted her a little so her feet were off the ground.



I leaned forward between her open legs. My cock was hovering only inches away from her entrance.



“Elliot!” Bedwyr gasped. “Please, my king.”



She knew exactly what to say to get me to do what she wanted.



With a growl, I thrust my cock deep inside Bedwyr’s pussy. She cried out and arched her back as I drove into her.



“Oh!” she gasped. “Yes!”



Thrusting my cock into Bedwyr’s pussy was like driving my manhood into a silk glove that had been made just for me. The walls of her pussy were slick with arousal, and her secret inner places held me tightly and welcomed me in.



My entire length was inside Bedwyr, and I leaned over and kissed her fiercely on the mouth.



She grabbed my face and held me there in the kiss. 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. “God, you feel amazing, I can’t take it.”



“Don’t hold back,” she breathed. “I want you to spend yourself inside me. Fill me up.”



My hands tightened on her shoulders in a convulsive grip at how fucking sexy her words were. I eased my cock out of her a little bit, and then with a grunt, I drove back inside her.



Bedwyr moaned with pleasure. “Yeeeeess…”



Her hands gripped onto my shoulders, and her nails dug in hard as I began to thrust steadily in and out of her pussy. I increased the pace and drove my cock deep inside her. Bedwyr’s pussy was slick and smooth, and every time I thrust into her, her inner walls held onto me and embraced me. She was wet and silky with desire, and she was perfectly slippery in a way that made every stroke inside her only intensify my drive to quench my lust inside her body.



“Elliot, yes!” Bedwyr gasped. “Yes, yes, yes!”



I plunged in and out of her in a driving rhythm. My hips jerked back and forth as I jackhammered my cock inside her.



“Oh!” Bedwyr whimpered. “Oh! I’m– I’m–”



The rest of her words trailed away into a sudden mewl of ecstasy. I thrust into her one more time. I was balls deep inside her, and her pussy clenched around my cock with sudden, convulsive delight.



“Yes!” Bedwyr cried out.



Her body jerked, her back arched, and her head craned back on her neck. Her nails dug into my shoulders and raked down my back as her orgasm overtook her body.



“Ooohhh!” she moaned again.



Her orgasm rocked through her body, and I briefly stopped thrusting as her body shook with her second climax. She panted and moaned, and her muscles convulsed with the sensations of bliss.



“Elliot,” she gasped when she could speak again. “Don’t stop. Finish inside me.”



I drove into her again for a few more thrusts, and then, suddenly, I pulled out of her and flipped her over onto her hands and knees. With a grunt, I drove into Bedwyr’s pussy again. She gasped, and her head fell forward as I pounded into her from behind.



“Yes,” Bedwyr gasped. “Mmm… Yes, yes…”



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 jackhammer against concrete. Our bodies rocked together in a rhythm that didn’t stop.



I plunged into her at an even faster pace. My breath was coming in ragged pants, Bedwyr was moaning, and her breasts made a clapping noise as they bounced up and down on her ribcage.



“Elliot,” Bedwyr whimpered.



I gritted my jaw and plowed into her. Bedwyr’s pussy clutched at my cock, and this time she couldn’t even form the words to let me know she was close. Her attempts at speech fell away into a strangled gasp, and she could only moan as her third orgasm overtook her.



Bedwyr’s pussy walls constricted around my manhood, and the feel of her slick secret place on my cock was maddening. My pulse was thrumming in my temples, my heart was hammering, and my hips pounded Bedwyr’s pussy for a few more strokes as she gave herself over to her pleasure.



Bedwyr ‘s body drooped as she looked over her shoulder at me. There was a glazed look in her eyes, and a few loose strands of her hair stuck to her forehead with sweat from where they had escaped from her long braid.



“Oh, my king,” she breathed.



I let out a groan like I’d been mortally wounded.



My hips pumped back and forth, my cock throbbed, and I shot my seed deep inside Bedwyr’s thirsty pussy.



Black stars burst in front of my eyes. I gasped out a groan, and my whole body shuddered. My hands gripped convulsively on Bedwyr’s hips, and I grunted as I shot my seed inside her. My cum gushed out of me like a tidal wave, and I was barely aware of Bedwyr whimpering from the sensation of my seed filling her up to the brim. My cock jerked again, and a second wave of my hot cum gushed out of me.



I filled Bedwyr all the way to the top and left her overflowing. My seed dribbled down the insides of her thighs as I pulled out of her. I groaned with the relief of my release and sank down on my back next to Bedwyr’s limp body.



“Holy fuck,” I groaned.



My vision was still blurry, but I managed to blink my eyes open enough to make out Bedwyr’s face. She was looking at me with bleary-eyed awe and wonder.



“Oh,” she whispered. “That will never not be magical to me.”



“It is like magic,” I agreed in a breathless tone. “You, Bedwyr, your body, your heart… You enchant me in ways I’d never thought possible.”



Bedwyr smiled, and her eyes were a little misty. She shifted closer to me, and I wrapped my arm around her shoulders. Her body fit against mine like a puzzle piece, and I kissed her sweaty forehead.



We laid there for a few moments longer while the wind cooled the sweat on our bodies.



Then Bedwyr propped herself up on her elbow and peered up at the sky.



“We should get back,” she said in a regretful tone. “Before anyone comes looking for us.”



I sighed and sat up. “I guess you’re right. Do you want to swim back to where we left our clothes?”



“That would be a good idea.” Bedwyr smiled mischievously. “I should definitely rinse myself off after that crisscross.”



I grinned.



We slipped over the side of the rickety dock and into the waves. The cold water was a bracing shock against my skin, and I laughed out loud at the sensations it awoke in my body.



Bedwyr laughed with me, and we swam back along the shore to where we’d left our clothes on the beach. The tide was dangerously close to the last patch of dry sand, and we ran out of the waves and grabbed our clothes just before a wave caught them.



It was uncomfortable shoving my wet body into sweaty clothes, but it was better than showing up at the fort totally naked.



We climbed up the narrow cliff path and were almost at the fort gate when someone called out to us.



I turned around and saw a group of people coming toward us along the top of the cliff. As they got closer, I recognized Diarthan, Gwanhumara, Loholt, Edern, and a few new people.



“They’re from Isca Leon,” I told Bedwyr in a low voice as I waved my arm in greeting.



“Friendly?” Bedwyr murmured.



“Possibly,” I replied.



“Hmm.” Bedwyr straightened her spine, and I felt her ready herself next to me.



“Greetings,” Diarthan called out as they reached us.



“Greetings, Diarthan,” I replied with a nod of my head.



“We decided to accept your offer of hospitality,” he said. “We and some others from Isca Leon have come to visit your fort.”



“And we brought a hearth gift,” Gwanhumara said with a smile.



She held out a basket to me. I took it and saw it was filled with smoked fish.



“Thanks,” I said with a smile. “That’s really nice of you.”



“We wanted to welcome you properly,” Gwanhumara said. “And to let you know that we… Well, that we do welcome you.”



She didn’t say anything about Calla, or why the other woman wasn’t part of the welcoming committee, but from the apologetic look in her eyes and the awkward expression on Diarthan’s face, it was clear we were all thinking about it.



I grinned to make them feel at ease. “Thank you, we really appreciate it. The visit and the gift. This is Bedwyr, by the way.”



“It’s a pleasure to meet you.” Bedwyr smiled at the group.



Introductions were made, and the newcomers turned out to be two men called Ruarthan and Gaius, and a woman called Lucilla.



We walked up to the fort together, and I called up to the sentry on watch to let them know who our visitors were. There was an answering hubbub inside the fort, and as soon as we stepped in through the gate, we were greeted by the villagers, who were all excited to meet our new neighbors.



The basket of smoked fish was eagerly received, and the people from Isca Leon joined us around the fireside to share in the evening meal.



I was tired after everything that had happened during the day, and I was content to sit quietly with Bedwyr and Gwallmai and listen to the villagers chatting and laughing with the people from Isca Leon.



Bedwyr leaned over to me as I finished scraping my bowl of soup clean.



“I’ll make up a pack of provisions for us tonight,” she said. “That way, we’ll be ready to leave for Broceliande at first light.”



“Great.” I nodded.



“Gwallmai?” Bedwyr asked. “Are you–”



“Yes,” Gwallmai replied instantly. “I’m coming, too.”



“Alright,” Bedwyr laughed. “I wasn’t sure.”



“Oh, yes, of course.” Gwallmai grinned. “Elliot will definitely need both of us to survive the forest.”



“Um, I think I’d be fine,” I said in an indignant tone.



“But what if you run into that oh-so-beautiful enchantress?” Gwallmai grinned in a teasing way.



“She wasn’t that beautiful,” I said in an imitation of Gwallmai’s sulky mutter.



All three of us chuckled.



“No,” I said more seriously, “I’d be grateful to have both of you come along.”



“Of course.” Bedwyr smiled.



Gwallmai yawned widely. So did Bedwyr, and within a few minutes, the yawn had spread around the entire campfire.



I chuckled and stood up. “I think that’s a sign we should call it a night.”



The people from Isca Leon stood up as well, and Diarthan extended his hand to me.



“Goodnight, Elliot,” he said. “Thank you for welcoming us to your hearth.”



“Thank you for the hearth gift,” I replied. “I hope in a few days we can return the favor.”



“You would honor us,” he said.



He moved his hand in the gesture of loyalty, and all of the other Isca Leon villagers copied him.



I went with them to the gate of the fort and watched them walk away along the clifftop path into the night. Then I turned away and headed straight for my bedroll.



I slept deeply and without dreams, and I woke up only when someone touched my shoulder lightly.



I opened my eyes and saw Myrthin standing over me. The old man’s eyes gleamed in the early morning light.



“It’s time,” he intoned.



“Alright.” I sat up, yawned, stretched, and then followed him out of the stone building.



Outside, there was a faint mist hanging over the ground, and the air smelled heavy with the scent of the sea. Gulls were wheeling and crying on the wind, and I shivered in the dawn chill. The sun hadn’t been up for long, and the cold of the night still clung to everything.



Bedwyr and Gwallmai were already waiting for me around the campfire. There was a pot hanging over the low flames, and Myrthin handed us all bowls of porridge.



“Thanks,” I said as I took the bowl.



Myrthin folded his arms and watched all three of us eat like he was judging a competition.



“Something on your mind?” I asked him as I reached the bottom of the bowl.



“Be careful,” he said abruptly. “The forest of Broceliande is a strange place.”



“Dangerous?” I asked.



“Strange,” he repeated. “Unexpected.”



“Well, we already encountered that enormous pig,” I said. “And the cat that came out of it.”



“I think there may be more than beasts awaiting you there,” he said. “A place of magic often exists to test the souls of men.”



“I think my soul’s going to be okay,” I said with a grin in an attempt to break his sober mood.



“Do you?” Myrthin’s wiry eyebrows pulled together in a scowl.



I finished scraping the bowl clean and put it aside with the spoon.



“It’ll be alright, Myrthin,” I said in an even tone. “I’m not taking this lightly. I’ve been in the forest and faced the enchantress, so I know this isn’t a place to rush into. I’ll be careful.”



“Good.” He nodded. “I don’t want my prophesied king to arrive in Prydain only to get eaten by lions, or tigers, or bears, oh, my.”



“I’ll do my best not to get eaten,” I promised him in a grave tone.



Myrthin grunted. “See that you do.”



On that encouraging note, Bedwyr, Gwallmai, and I checked our packs one last time, waved goodbye to Myrthin, and left the fort.



The sunlight burned away the mist rising up from the sea, and soon we left the heavy scent of the ocean behind us. We walked along steadily, and I was surprised at how quickly we managed to traverse the Lasgoch road.



When Gwallmai and I had last walked this way, we’d been exhausted, hungry, and traveling with three similarly exhausted small children, so it was no surprise the journey had taken as long as it had. But even so, it was pleasant to see how many miles we covered in the space of a morning.



We paused for a short break at noon and ate some of the food in our supplies. Bedwyr had packed us bread and some of the smoked fish from the Isca Leon hearth gift, which was one of the tastiest things I’d ever eaten.



Bedwyr knew how to build a smokehouse out of a tree stump, and as we carried on walking, we discussed how to use her knowledge to build one big enough for the fort and what kinds of things we could smoke inside. Gwallmai suggested that we should try and purchase a few pigs as soon as possible so we could slaughter them in the fall and have meat over the winter.



It was a good idea, and I was both excited to try it and apprehensive about tackling the bloody reality of slaughtering and butchering an entire pig.



The discussion about the best way to go about a task like that took up our attention for a long while, and it felt like barely any time had passed before we reached the familiar stretch of road.



I’d been a little concerned about finding the right place to enter the forest again, but I immediately recognized the spot where Gwallmai, the boys, and I had come out onto the road.



We stepped away from the line of stone slabs and made our way through the trees away from the road. Almost immediately, it felt like the forest loomed up in front of us, like it had been waiting for us to return.



Bedwyr’s eyes widened as we stepped into the shade of the enormous trees.



“Goddess,” she breathed as she looked around.



“I know,” I said.



“You said it was a powerful and magical place…” She glanced all around us with a look of amazement on her face. “But I never dreamed it would be like this. This is…”



“Yep,” I agreed.



Gwallmai shivered a little. “I’d forgotten what it was like. I know we were just here, but as soon as we reached the fort, this place started to feel like a dream, or like a place I’d visited a long time ago.”



“I know what you mean,” I said. “It’s so strange.”



Even though the midday sun had been bright on the road, now that we were in the middle of the forest, it seemed like the world had dimmed all around us. The leaves of the trees, the moss on the ground, and the foliage of the bushes were bright shades of green, and because the rest of the forest seemed so shady and dark, it made the greens pop like fluorescent lights.



Even though it was all organic, it was like being surrounded by neon-colored plastic.



I shook my head to get rid of the weird feeling of unreality that surrounded me.



And as I did so, a movement caught my eye.



It came from a nearby bush, and as I paused in my stride and turned toward it to get a better look, it rustled again.



I threw my hand up to alert the others.



“What is it?” Gwallmai asked.



The words had no sooner left her mouth than the bushes abruptly parted, and a massive lioness burst through the leaves and leaped right at us.
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 Chapter 14



The lioness aimed for me because I was the closest to her.



I threw myself out of her way, rolled on the mossy ground, and came up onto my hands and knees just in time to see the lioness skid to a halt and wheel around.



Her huge red mouth opened wide to show long curved fangs. Her whole face wrinkled into an angry snarl, and her predator’s eyes fixed on me.



My hand went to my belt, and I pulled my sword free. I’d left the sword from the stone back at the fort, and right now I was very glad to have the old Lasgoch blade in my hand.



I was vaguely aware of Bedwyr and Gwallmai stepping to my side with their swords drawn as well.



“Steady,” I murmured to them. “Don’t panic, wait until–”



My words were cut off as the bushes rustled and parted again, and a second lioness hurled out of the undergrowth.



The three of us scattered, and I found myself face to face with the first lioness.



She reared up on her hind legs and aimed a swipe at me with a paw the size of a dinner plate. The air swooshed across my face as I leaped back just in time to avoid getting caught on her massive hooked claws.



I risked a glance behind me and saw Bedwyr and Gwallmai facing the second lioness, but I had no more time to look around as the first lunged at me again.



I ducked out of the way and stabbed out with my sword.



A bright line of blood sprang out on the lioness’ front leg, and the great cat let out a rough-throated yowl of pain. She rushed at me again, and her size would have been more than enough to crush me to the ground.



I managed to dodge out of the way and ducked around one of the enormous trees nearby. The lioness followed me, but in the confined quarters between the tree trunks, she couldn’t rush at me or use her huge size to her advantage. Instead, she was reduced to swiping at me with her claws, and I snaked my sword out again and again in answering strikes of my own.



The lioness roared in pain as blood from a dozen cuts dripped down onto the mossy forest floor. She put her energy into one last rush at me.



I threw myself out of her way and backed up until my spine was pressed against one of the nearby tree trunks. The lioness was too big to turn around easily between the trees, so for a few precious seconds, she was defenseless with her flanks unprotected.



I shoved myself away from the tree and used the momentum to hurl myself at the lioness. My sword thrust out and cut deep into the creature’s side.



She let out another raw, scratchy yowl and tried in vain to spin around to catch me with her claws.



I heaved my sword free from her ribs and backed away from her.



The lioness tried to turn around and follow me, but she was already starting to stagger. My sword had opened up a huge, dark hole in her side, and rich, dark blood pumped out of the wound. It splashed out of her and onto the ground below, and it stained her belly and legs with dark splotches.



She managed to take a few more teetering steps toward me, and then she staggered and crashed down onto her side. Her lungs heaved in one final breath and then stilled, and her fierce eyes went dull.



Part of me was sorry to kill such a powerful animal, but I had no time to worry about that as I ran back through the trees to reach the women.



Gwallmai and Bedwyr were holding their own against the other lioness, and as I came up to them, Gwallmai managed to get in a hit that opened up the big cat’s face all the way to the bone.



The lioness let out a terrible, gruff scream of a roar and backed away from us. She shook her huge head in an effort to get the blood out of her eyes, but all that did was send the blood flying in a gushing spray that splattered against the nearby trees.



Bedwyr stepped in as quickly as a predator herself and buried her sword up to the hilt in the lioness’ throat.



It huffed out an agonized gurgling sound. Dark blood spurted out of her throat with the pressure of a power washer.



We all quickly jumped back to avoid getting hit by the steaming spray of gore.



The lioness swayed on her feet for one second longer before she toppled to the ground with a heavy thud.



Bedwyr wiped her forehead with the back of her hand. Sweat and some of the lioness’ blood clung to her hairline.



“Great job,” I gasped out. “Are you both okay?”



Bedwyr nodded.



“We’re alright,” Gwallmai said, but the corners of her mouth turned down when she looked past me at the fallen lioness. “I feel a bit bad for slaughtering her.”



“I know what you mean,” I agreed.



“We killed the big pig, and I didn’t feel bad.” She shook her head.



“The pig wasn’t beautiful,” I pointed out with a chuckle.



“True.” Gwallmai gave a wry smile. “It was very unbeautiful.”



“She was going to kill us,” Bedwyr said. “They both were.”



“I know.” Gwallmai sighed and knelt down to wipe her sword clean on the mossy ground.



Bedwyr and I followed her example.



“Alright,” I said as we straightened up. “Now we know there are lions here.”



“Is that what they were?” Bedwyr asked in surprise.



“How do you know about lions?” Gwallmai lifted her dark eyebrows. “They’re not native to Prydain.”



I chuckled. “No, they’re not. I’ve seen them before in zoos.”



“What’s a zoo?” Gwallmai asked.



“It’s a place where animals are on display,” I explained. “People can go and look at them.”



“Why would anyone put animals on display?” Gwallmai asked with a frown.



“It’s a chance to see animals we wouldn’t normally see,” I said. “Like lions. Some animals that are in danger of going extinct are kept in zoos as well, if the wild is too dangerous for them or their natural habitats are gone.”



“Ah.” Gwallmai nodded. “That makes sense.”



“I’m guessing you have lions in Phenixia?” I asked.



“Oh, yes,” Gwallmai said. “My father has a lion skin hanging on the wall that his father killed. He’s very proud of it.”



“When you next see him, you can tell him that you’ve killed a lion now as well,” I said.



“I can, can’t I?” Gwallmai smiled.



We carried on walking through the trees with our swords drawn and ready in our hands in case we ran into any more dangers.



The trees pressed in around us, and it felt uncomfortably like the forest was getting bigger with every step we took. Or maybe we were getting smaller.



I had a sudden mental image of the three of us shrinking to the size of ants by the time we actually found the magical lake.



I shook my head to get rid of that unhelpful thought and tried to focus instead on seeing if I could recognize any of the scenery.



It was difficult to identify one tree as being any different from the hundreds of other trees we walked past. Everything seemed to blend into each other, and it felt like I was on a treadmill and spending energy without actually moving forward.



I had to glance down at my feet to make sure I was actually taking proper strides. My feet did seem to be moving, but when I looked up, everything looked exactly the same as it had ten minutes ago.



The tree canopy above us was so thick, we couldn’t properly see the sky. I could sometimes make out a thin slice of bright blue when the wind shifted some of the branches to the side, but apart from that, there was no sign of anything that could help us track our progress. The sun wasn’t visible overhead, but it shone through the foliage that rustled above and all around us. The leaves took the sunlight and scattered it across the forest floor and up the trunks of the trees in a way that made me dizzy if I looked at it for too long.



Gwallmai’s voice broke the silence, and it was such a change from the silence that it made both Bedwyr and me jump in surprise.



“I don’t want to be discouraging,” Gwallmai said. “But does anyone else feel like we’re not getting anywhere?”



“I feel like that,” Bedwyr admitted. “But I didn’t want to say anything. Was the forest like this the last time you were here?”



“A little bit,” I said. “It was disorientating, but we did actually move forward when we tried.”



“So what’s different now?” Gwallmai asked.



“Is it me?” Bedwyr’s hand flew to her mouth in a gesture of horror. “Perhaps only two people are allowed in the forest at any given time. Maybe I shouldn’t be here.”



“No, that can’t be right,” I reassured her. “Last time Gwallmai and I were here, we had Cai, Donal, and Belen with us, so two can’t be the magic number. Unless five is a magic number?”



“No,” Gwallmai said in a confident voice. “It isn’t. Threes are magical, and so are nines, but not fives.”



“There you go.” I smiled at Bedwyr. “Threes are magical. That means we’re definitely doing okay.”



“Alright.” Bedwyr smiled back. “I’m sure the lake is here somewhere. The forest might be big, but it’s not big enough to hide a magical lake.”



I smiled, but privately I wondered if that was true.



“Yes,” Gwallmai said, “and anyway, if we–”



Her words suddenly cut off as an unexpected sound came through the trees, and our heads whipped around in shock.



It was the sound of someone crying.



“Did you hear that?” Bedwyr whispered.



The sound came again, and it was closer this time.



“It’s someone crying.” I started walking toward the sound.



Bedwyr and Gwallmai quickly followed me.



I had no idea where we were going, but when I heard the sound for a third time, I knew we were getting closer.



It sounded like a woman crying or maybe a child. I couldn’t quite work out who it was, but whoever they were, it sounded like they were in trouble.



“Do you think it’s a child?” Gwallmai asked. “Did we leave anyone behind when we were on the road?”



“Surely not!” Bedwyr gasped in horror. “Someone would have missed them!”



“Half of them don’t have parents anymore,” Gwallmai said stubbornly. “They don’t have people to miss them.”



“They have Cai,” I replied. “He would’ve known if someone was missing.”



But then a horrible scream cut through the air.



All three of us broke into a run. We hurtled toward the sound without a thought for anything else except finding out who was in trouble and helping them. I had just enough awareness to notice the ground was sloping slightly under my feet, and all at once, the trees abruptly stopped, and we were running through a small clearing.



Being able to see the sky again was a surprise, and so was the change in scenery. Instead of trees, there was open space, and instead of moss, we were standing knee-deep in slender purple flowers.



All three of us came to a halt and looked around in confusion.



“Where the hell are we?” I wondered aloud. “Who screamed?”



“I don’t know,” Bedwyr said in a bemused tone.



“What are these flowers?” Gwallmai leaned over to pick one from its stem.



She held it to her nose to smell it and inhaled deeply.



The flower was shaped like a trumpet, like a lily, with petals that curled outward from its heart. Its stem was a pale green color, and its petals were a rich, deep purple.



“It smells like…” Gwallmai’s voice was dreamy. “It smells like…”



Bedwyr frowned and put her hand to her forehead.



“Are you okay?” I asked her.



“Yes…” Bedwyr mumbled.



Gwallmai suddenly yawned. “I think… I think…”



Her words faded away as she yawned again.



I started to take a step toward them, but the ground suddenly shifted under my feet. My vision blurred, my ears rang, and I stumbled on nothing.



“Whoa,” I mumbled. “What…”



The ground suddenly rushed up to meet me as my knees folded.



I collapsed onto the ground. Grass and flower petals tickled my nose, and with a huge effort of will, I managed to flop over onto my back. The sky whirled above me in a frame of gently waving grasses and purple flowers. Their smell reached me, and as the sweet, heavy perfume filled my nose, my mind suddenly flew back to a memory I thought I’d forgotten.



I was standing on the beach and watching some kid tear around in the water on his jet ski. The sun beat down on my neck, and I smelled sunscreen, sweat, and cheap beer.



It was my first job.



I was young, scared, and trying to hide it.



Then a big, meaty hand landed on my shoulder and spun me around.



It was the guy who’d hired me. His mouth moved, and I knew he was speaking, but I couldn’t hear any of the words. His face darkened, his grip grew tighter on my shoulder, and he started to roar in my face. His breath was hot on my cheek, spit splattered on my skin as he got way too close, but I couldn’t make out anything he was saying.



“I can’t hear you!” I tried to shout, but my voice was tiny and only came out as a squeak.



The guy began to shake me back and forth. My head snapped painfully back on my neck, my ears rang, my vision blurred, and suddenly I was too angry to put up with his shit any longer.



My hand snapped up to grab the guy’s wrist.



His eyes widened for a split second in surprise, and then I pulled his hand from my shoulder, grabbed his little finger, and twisted it.



The guy let out a silent roar of agony and dropped to his knees in the sand. He cradled his injured hand and threw a thousand curses at me, but I didn’t hear any of them.



Anger coursed through my veins like alcohol, and the emotion was so strong that it broke me out of the weird memory, dream, or trance I was in.



I opened my eyes, dragged in a breath that rushed into my lungs in a way that was almost painful, and forced myself to sit upright. I was still in the clearing. Gwallmai and Bedwyr were lying near me where they’d fallen. Their eyes were closed, and their bodies twitched in the haze of whatever dreams had taken them over.



The purple flowers nodded their trumpet heads in the breeze, and a fresh wave of their perfume wafted toward me.



As soon as I smelled their scent, it tingled in the inside of my nose, and I knew what had happened. My hand fumbled with the front of my shirt, and I managed to drag the fabric up enough to cover my mouth and nose.



“Bedwyr!” I croaked out. “Gwallmai! Wake up! It’s the flowers, the flowers are magic!”



Neither of them stirred.



With a deep groan, I managed to crawl forward on my hands and knees. I had to get out of there.



The edge of the clearing where we’d come in was less than twenty feet away, but it might as well have been on the other side of the moon. I gritted my teeth and forced myself to crawl toward it.



My heart was pounding, my head was throbbing, and every muscle in my body felt like lead. I was so tired. My eyelids kept falling shut over my eyes, and I had to force my head upright to keep my focus on my destination.



The edge of the clearing seemed to hover in front of me like a taunting vision. I bit down hard on the inside of my cheek until I tasted blood. That and the pain helped clear my head a little, and I managed to drag myself another few feet toward the treeline.



My hands and knees seemed to sink into the ground, and every move I made felt like I was trying to dance underwater. My head pounded so much that I could barely see. The blur at the edges of my vision thickened, and every breath I took was just short of properly satisfying. If only I could lie down for a second and catch my breath, then everything would be okay. If only I could just lie down for a second.



“No,” I gritted out. “No, for fuck’s sake, Elliot, get your ass over there, you idiot.”



I dragged down another painful, unsatisfying breath and forced myself on.



The ground sloped up a little bit, and although I’d barely noticed on the way into the clearing, it felt like I was trying to scale Mount Everest on the way back.



I forced myself on, and on, and on. And then, all at once, I crawled over the edge of the treeline and out of the clearing.



Immediately, the pressure in my head and chest eased.



My eyes watered with the relief of it, and I sucked down breath after breath of delicious, satisfying oxygen. My head was still pounding, and my sinuses felt stuffy and tingly, but the urge to lie down and sleep was fading away.



“Jesus,” I muttered out loud.



I took another couple of breaths and made myself get to my feet. My ears rang for a moment longer, but then I steadied myself against a tree and waited for my heartbeat to calm down.



I looked back into the clearing.



From where I was, it just looked like a pretty little glade full of flowers, the kind of scene Bob Ross would have painted. But now I knew those flowers were far more sinister than they first appeared, and Bedwyr and Gwallmai were still lying senseless in their clutches.



I could see Gwallmai’s dark hair in the middle of the grass and flowers, and I realized it actually wasn’t that far away from where I was standing.



If I moved quickly, perhaps I could drag the women out of there before the flowers sucked me back under. I would have to take them one at a time, and all while trying not to breathe in the flowers’ intoxicating scent.



“No biggie,” I muttered to myself. “Just undertake physical labor while limiting your oxygen intake. Totally cool.”



Jesus, Myrthin’s Valley Girl ways were rubbing off on me.



I eyed the distance between where I was standing and where the two women were lying. And as I did so, I noticed something moving in the treeline on the other side of the clearing.



It was a person.



I squinted harder, and my jaw clenched in anger as I recognized the enchantress.



She was standing in the trees and peering out into the clearing the same way I was. I was too far away to make out her expression, but I felt safe in guessing that she was the one who’d made the crying and screaming sounds that had lured us into the glade.



It was too much of a coincidence that she would be here watching us go under the flowers’ spell. There was no sign of anyone else in the forest, the screams had come from her direction, and from my brief encounter with the enchantress, it seemed exactly like the kind of trick she would pull in an effort to get rid of us. After all, we were her rivals. She must suspect we were here for the same reason she was: to find Excalibur.



I wanted nothing more than to run over there and show her exactly what I thought of her.



But that would mean either running along the edge of the glade to reach her or running straight through the field of flowers. Neither of which I particularly wanted to do.



I growled under my breath, pulled my eyes away from the enchantress, and focused instead on the dark shape of Gwallmai’s hair. So close, and yet so far away.



I took several deep breaths to get myself ready, sucked down one deep final breath, pulled the front of my shirt up to cover my nose, and broke out of the treeline into the clearing.



The smell of the flowers hit me immediately. Even without breathing it in, the perfume tingled and burned on the inside of my nose, and the urge to sneeze was overwhelming.



I ignored every sensation my body was sending me and focused only on Gwallmai.



She was lying on her side with one arm flung up above her head, and I bent down and seized her wrist. The movement sent a fresh wave of the flowers’ scent into my face, and I couldn’t hold back the sneeze as the magic burned my sinuses even through my shirt. The sneeze tore out of me, and I automatically sucked in a deep lungful of the flowers’ perfume. Even through my shirt, their magical scent tingled on my skin.



My head spun, and only pure force of will kept me on my feet.



I gritted my teeth and hauled Gwallmai out of the grass. She was nothing but dead weight, and she twitched and moaned as I pulled her out of there. Her face screwed up in a frown, her eyebrows rose and fell, and her lips moved silently.



“No!” she suddenly cried out. “Esca! Esca, no!”



She struggled violently against my grip, but I set my jaw and carried on dragging her toward the trees.



My heart was pounding, and my chest ached. Black spots swirled and burst in front of my eyes, and I desperately wanted to just give up, sink down into the flowers, and let them take me.



“Damn it,” I grunted, and with one last heave, I dragged Gwallmai out of the glade and back into the forest.



As soon as she came under the shade of the trees, Gwallmai’s green eyes snapped open. Her whole body spasmed, and she bucked against the ground with a short, sharp scream.



I let go of her wrist and staggered back against a nearby tree.



Gwallmai clawed her way onto her hands and knees. For a few seconds, she stayed like that while her whole body trembled. She retched once and spat onto the ground in front of her, and then she hauled herself to her feet.



I’d recovered enough to go to her side and help her, and she grabbed at me with desperate hands.



“Hey, hey, hey,” I gasped. “It’s okay, you’re out of there, you’re safe now.”



“Oh, fuck.” Gwallmai shuddered and drew her wrist across her eyes. “What was that? Was that the Underworld? Did we die?”



“I don’t think so,” I replied and even managed a grin. “I think it was the flowers. They have some kind of magic scent that puts you in a trance.”



“And makes you relieve all your worst moments.” She shuddered again. “Goddess save me, that was horrible.”



“Can you stand?” I asked.



“I think so.” She nodded. “Why?”



“Bedwyr is still in there,” I said. “You were closer to the trees, so I got you out first.”



“Oh!” she gasped. “We have to get her out of there!”



“I know,” I said with a grim nod. “Can you stand? Are you strong enough to help me pull her out of there?”



“Yes,” she affirmed.



“Good,” I said. “Take some deep breaths and pull up your shirt so it covers your nose and mouth. It helps.”



Gwallmai gave a humorless smile. She loosened the buckle holding her breastplate closed so she could pull up a fold of her tunic and hold it over her nose.



We both took some deep breaths, made sure our face coverings were in place, and dashed out of the trees. Bedwyr was lying on her front, and we each grabbed one of her hands and dragged her.



It was a lot easier with two people than it had been by myself, and Bedwyr was a little lighter than Gwallmai. We dragged her out of the glade, and although Gwallmai broke into a wild sneezing fit when we were only a few feet away from the trees, we made it out in one piece.



Bedwyr woke up as soon as she was out of the glade and away from the flowers. I helped her sit upright and rubbed her back while she got her breath and recovered.



“Goddess,” she choked out when she could finally speak. “What in the Underworld was that?”



“It was the flowers,” I explained again. “Their perfume put us in some kind of magical trance.”



“With all my worst moments on parade in my head.” Bedwyr shivered and rubbed her bloodshot eyes.



“I think it was the enchantress,” I said. “I saw her on the other side of the clearing.”



“She must have screamed and cried out to lure us here.” Gwallmai glowered. “I tell you, if I ever get my hands on her, she’s going to be sorry.”



“No, I won’t.” A low voice spoke nearby.



I jumped to my feet and drew my sword just in time to deflect the enchantress’ blow as she came charging out of the trees right at us with her knife in her hand.



“So I was right,” I hissed. “You did lure us here.”



“You would only have slept!” she cried. “I wouldn’t have killed you, if that’s what you think!”



“Why do you care what I think?” I retorted.



I knocked her knife to the side and thrust my sword forward. She darted away from the blade like a leaf on the wind. Purple light gathered in her palm, and she hurled a bolt of energy that sizzled past my ear and plowed into the ground right next to Bedwyr.



“Gwallmai!” I hollered. “Get Bedwyr out of here!”



“I can fight,” Bedwyr insisted.



But from the corner of my eye, I saw how she wobbled as she tried to stand.



“Of course you can.” Gwallmai grabbed her arm and tried to drag her out of harm’s way.



“I don’t want to hurt you!” the enchantress insisted.



She lunged at me with her knife up, and purple energy was already crackling in her other hand.



“Then you’re doing a very good impression of wanting the opposite!” I caught her knife blade on my sword with a clang of ringing metal.



“I don’t!” she cried out in frustration.



Her blue eyes blazed with the same kind of purple light as the energy in her palm.



I disengaged my blade from hers and took a quick step back with my sword up and ready to block any magic bolts she shot my way.



“Then stop!” I shouted. “It’s not that hard.”



“I have to be here!” she shouted back. “You don’t! Just leave!”



“You leave!” Gwallmai yelled.



“I was here first!” the enchantress screamed.



This was so ridiculous, I could have laughed if it hadn’t been so serious.



I took a couple of quick steps forward with my sword out in front of me. The enchantress stumbled back in surprise. I pressed my advantage, caught the few weak blows she aimed at me, and then made another quick lunge toward her.



She gave a little scream, jumped backward, and caught her foot in a protruding tree root. She stumbled, fell, and rolled. The momentum sent her down the gentle slope and right into the middle of the glade of flowers.



“Hah!” Gwallmai crowed in triumph. “Eat shit, bitch!”



I turned around and saw Gwallmai with Bedwyr’s arm slung over her shoulders. The two of them limped over to stand by my side and look down into the glade.



The enchantress had fallen near the center of the clearing, but she was already struggling onto her hands and knees. Her eyes were wide with panic, and she looked around her with wild fear on her face.



She tried to get to her feet, but she stumbled and fell forward onto her knees as the flowers’ magical scent worked its way into her system.



“No!” she cried out. “No, please!”



She tried to crawl across the clearing to the other side, but her body slumped forward, and she fell on her face.



“No!” she screamed in a voice that was suddenly shrill with terror. “Please!”



Her lovely blue eyes stared straight ahead of her, but what she was facing was a memory inside her own head. Her face twisted into an expression of pure terror and horror, and tears started to stream down her cheeks.



“No!” she screamed out again. “Mother, please! Please don’t hurt me!”



She was getting a taste of her own medicine, but the sight wasn’t as satisfying as I’d expected.



The enchantress’ face was contorted into an expression of agony, and her blue eyes stared in front of her at horrors only she could see.



“Mother, please!” she sobbed.



Tears streamed down her face, and her whole body cringed as though from a terrible blow. She managed to get up onto her hands and knees, and she crawled across the clearing while she cringed away from the memory of blows that were raining down on her. Bit by bit, she managed to make her way across the glade to the trees on the other side.



She didn’t stop her wild weeping or her desperate cries for her mother to stop hurting her.



She reached the treeline, finally managed to get to her feet, and stumbled away into the forest.



“Goddess,” Gwallmai whispered.



I turned to look at her and Bedwyr. Both women looked sick at the sight we’d just seen.



“That was horrible,” Bedwyr said.



“She tried to kill us,” I pointed out. “Twice.”



Bedwyr lifted her eyebrows at me, and I sighed.



No matter what, it was still hard not to feel disturbed by the enchantress’ agony. I hated to think what kind of horrors had gone on in her past that would bring up such terrible memories for her. Being hurt in that way was bad enough, but for such pain to come from the hands of her own mother was horror on another level.



I shook my head and tried to put it out of my mind.



“We can’t do anything more here,” I said. “Let’s go. Bedwyr, how are you feeling now? Gwallmai?”



“I’m alright,” Bedwyr said. “My head stopped spinning, at least.”



“I’m alright, too,” Gwallmai replied. “I feel a bit sick, but I think that’ll wear off soon.”



“Great.” I nodded. “Let me know if you need a rest or water or anything.”



They nodded, and we carried on walking. We went along the perimeter of the clearing for a little way to see if there were any landmarks that jumped out at us.



We didn’t see anything familiar, but after walking for only a few moments, Gwallmai stopped suddenly. She lifted her head and sniffed carefully.



“Do you smell that?” she asked.



Bedwyr and I stopped and sniffed as well.



“Water,” Bedwyr said.



“That’s the smell of the lake.” I grinned in fierce triumph. “I think we’re finally close.”



We followed our noses, and within a few minutes of walking, the ground started to become damp and soft under our feet. The trees swelled to the huge sizes I’d noticed before, and the air took on the eerie, shimmering silver glow.



Even though we were still in the middle of the afternoon, and the sun had been shining down through the leaves only moments before, the area around the small lake seemed full of shadows. The light was a silvery, misty purple-gray hue, and when we stepped out of the trees and down onto the pebbly shore, the water of the lake swirled and glistened like a light in darkness.



“Goddess save me,” Bedwyr breathed in wonder. “It’s so beautiful.”



The silvery mist curled and coiled low over the water of the lake. It made it difficult to tell exactly where the surface began and where the mist ended, but as I looked at it harder, I started to see something form in the middle of the swirling mist.



“Guys,” I said in a sharp, low voice. “Look.”



The mist was forming into the shape of a person.



Gwallmai gasped and made a strange sign with her fingers. Bedwyr drew in her breath sharply, and I gripped the handle of my sword as the mist coalesced into the form of a woman and began to glide toward us over the surface of the lake.
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 Chapter 15



“Holy shit,” I breathed.



The woman’s feet ended in a cloud of swirling mist, but it was still clear she was walking on the water. Her body was a translucent white color, and the light from the water seemed to shine up and through her. Cloudy drops hung from her fingertips and from the ends of the sleek, colorless hair that hung around her body like a gauzy, floating scarf.



The mist seemed to gather around her and move with her like it was her own personal spotlight. She drifted toward us with her hands up and out in front of her.



The overall effect was a bit like watching someone do some really weird kind of interpretive dance, and I had to fight back the nervous laugh that threatened to spill out of me.



The woman floated to the very edge of the lake and hovered up and down in front of us.



“Greetings, travelers,” the woman said. “Why have you disturbed me?”



Her voice was breathy and high-pitched. Now that she was closer to us, I could make out more details of her face. Her eyes were blank and white in the sockets, her nose was oddly pointed, and her lips were stretched into an eerie smile. She was so translucent, I could see the faint blurred shapes of the trees on the other side of the lake behind her.



I had to hold back a shudder as I looked into her colorless face.



“Greetings,” I replied in a polite tone. “Our apologies for disturbing you, lady.”



“Why have you come here?” she asked dreamily. “Or are you here at all? Who are you? Why are you? How are you?”



“Um…” I wasn’t sure which one of those breathy questions I should answer first. “My name is Elliot. This is Bedwyr and Gwallmai. We have come here to find the sword, Excalibur.”



“Excalibur,” the woman repeated in a vacant voice. “Ah, the sword. The sword of swords. The sword of all time. Macsen’s sword.”



“Uh, yeah,” I said. “That one.”



The woman rolled her head around on her shoulders and then fixed her flat white eyes on me.



“I am the lake,” she intoned. “I guard the sword. The forest of Broceliande is my home, and when it appears, it allows me to take this form, and I become the Lady of the Lake. As insubstantial as vapor. As frail as breath. Like all humans.”



“We greet you.” I bowed my head to her. “Lady of the Lake, will you help us find the sword Excalibur?”



“Help you, help you, help you…” she whispered. “Elliot, little human, I have guarded the sword for years upon years upon years. I swore to the great Macsen, I would reveal it only to one who was worthy.”



“I understand,” I said. “I only wish to do good with the sword, and to stop it from falling into the hands of the people who would use it for evil.”



“So say all men,” she said. “So say they all.”



She let out a long sigh, and the mist around her fluttered and broke in response. I felt a faint waft of cool air on my face and a quick scent of deep water, and then it was gone.



“Elliot,” the Lady of the Lake said, “you come seeking the sword for yourself. Will you agree to my tests to see if you are indeed worthy to wield Macsen’s blade?”



“Elliot,” Gwallmai whispered at my side. “This might be dangerous.”



“Gwallmai’s right,” Bedwyr added.



I shook my head. “I’m willing to take the risk. I have to.”



“Then you agree?” The Lady’s white eyes seemed to glow briefly for a second.



“I agree,” I said in a loud, firm voice. “I’ll do your tests.”



“Ah,” she sighed. “Three tests you will face, little human, no more and no less. And by their end, your quality will be known for all to see.”



I straightened my shoulders. “Bring it on.”



The Lady drifted back from the edge of the shore and moved closer to the center of the lake. Her voice floated back to me on a breeze that smelled like wet grass.



“The first test,” she said, “is strength. You must dive to the bottom of the lake and bring me back a pearl.”



“Okay.” I waited for more. “Is there a special kind of pearl I have to bring back? Is there only one pearl down there?”



It was difficult to tell anything from the Lady’s colorless face, but it seemed like she smiled. I waited another moment, but she didn’t give me any more directions, and I realized she wasn’t going to.



“Alright.” I sighed, and I began to shed my pack and weapons.



“Elliot.” Bedwyr stepped close to my side and looked up into my face with an earnest expression. “Be careful.”



“I will,” I promised her.



“We’ve already found out how dangerous a field of flowers can be,” Gwallmai said. “Who’s to say this lake is any different?”



Her heavy eyebrows pulled together in a frown, and she crossed her arms stubbornly over her chest. She looked like she was ready for a fight, but I knew that meant she was worried about me.



I unlaced my boots, kicked them off, and put them on the shore with my socks.



“Gwallmai,” I said in a gentle voice. “I’ll be careful.”



“Good.” She took a deep breath and gave me a forced smile. “After all, think about how sad Bedwyr will be if you die at the bottom of the lake. She’ll be wailing and crying, and I’ll have to carry her all the way back to the fort…”



“Oh, of course.” Bedwyr rolled her eyes. “I would go to pieces while you remained strong as a warrior.”



“Of course,” Gwallmai said sweetly.



I chuckled. Gwallmai was being silly, but her joking around did make me feel a little bit better.



I undid my belt and pulled off my jeans. Then my jacket and my shirt, until I was standing on the edge of the lake in just my boxer shorts.



I shivered a little as the cool air rising off the lake crept out to meet me. The stones of the shore were cold and wet underneath my bare feet, and droplets of mist gathered at the edges of my hair.



I took a couple of deep breaths, and the lake’s wet, heavy air sank into my lungs.



The Lady watched me from the center of the lake. She drifted slightly from side to side as though she was listening to music only she could hear.



I took one final breath, gathered up my courage, and stepped into the shallows of the lake.



The water lapped around my ankles, and I shuddered as a deep chill entered my body. Goosebumps broke out on my arms, and the bones in my feet twinged in a sudden, sharp aching pain.



I looked down at my feet, which were distorted and deformed by the clear rippling water. Then I lifted my eyes to the figure of the Lady and walked deeper into the lake.



The ground was loose pebbles under my feet, and I waded out easily enough until the water reached just above my knees. Then, all at once, the bottom of the lake fell away from under my feet. The water rushed to my shoulders, and I reacted quickly to avoid going under. I bobbed up and down for a few moments, and then I took a deep breath and ducked underneath the surface.



The cold waters of the lake rushed into my ears and nose with a shocking amount of force. It almost choked me, but I steadied myself and opened my eyes.



The lake was brilliantly clear, and even with my vision blurred by the water, I could see the white lakebed gleaming down below me. The ground by my feet was made up of gray and white pebbles, but a little further on, I could see some of the pebbles were shining and gleaming in a way that suggested precious stones.



I struck out with a quick, clean stroke to reach the bottom of the lake. My bleary eyes scoured the scene before me, and I dove down close enough to study the pebbly lake bottom. It was a bit like being in a giant aquarium, but I banished that thought quickly and tried instead to focus only on finding a pearl.



All of the stones down there were either white or different shades of gray. The light filtered through the water and rippled over the pebbles until it was hard to tell which stones were actually shining and which ones were just catching the lake’s ethereal glow.



My chest was getting tight, and I couldn’t see any stones that looked even a little bit like pearls.



I snatched up a handful of stones, kicked off from the bottom, and shot toward the surface. I broke the water and sucked down air with a gasp.



“Elliot!” Bedwyr shouted from the shore.



“I’m okay!” I yelled back.



“Did you find a pearl?” Gwallmai called.



I looked at the handful of pebbles I had in my hand. They were a mixture of white and gray colors, and some of them were threaded with blue, green, and red veins, which had a disconcertingly fleshy effect. But none of them were pearls.



“Shit,” I muttered under my breath and then raised my voice to call to the others. “No pearls yet! I’m going to go down again!”



“Be careful!” Bedwyr called.



I waved my arm to her in acknowledgement and let the handful of pebbles fall back down through the water. It was hard to pull down a deep breath of air while I was still treading water, but I managed it and dove down with my lungs full.



Almost immediately, my eyes latched onto a stone that shone and gleamed with a milky, rainbow glow.



I swam over to it and snatched it up. Even underwater, I could tell it was a pearl. It was cool and heavy in my hand, and it shone with a soft luminescence. I grinned and kicked away from the lake bottom.



Something stung my ankle.



The shock of it almost made me cry out, and a few precious bubbles of air escaped my mouth and floated up to the surface. I looked down through the water and saw a strange, colorless creature latched onto my ankle. It looked like a lizard, was about a foot long, and had weird spiky gills that stuck out from behind its head. Its four legs ended in pointed toes, and its jaws were clamped deep into the skin of my ankle.



I reached down and tried to pull it off, but as soon as my hand touched its skin, another sharp pain burned through me. I snatched my hand away, and when I looked, the skin of my palm was reddened and raw. A milky cloud of some substance billowed out around the creature, and I guessed it was some kind of poison.



I kicked and flailed my legs in an attempt to shake it free, but the creature was determined to carry on chewing at my leg. Blood from its teeth marks joined the white cloud of poison, and a tingling pain shot up and down my leg.



An answering pain flared in my wrist, and I saw another of the little fuckers had clamped onto my arm.



My whole body started to tingle and buzz with pain. My head felt cloudy, and my lungs were burning.



Another creature came out of nowhere and sank its teeth into my shoulder, and then a fourth joined the first one and bit my leg.



I gathered all my remaining strength, sank down to the bottom of the lake, and then kicked off from the ground as hard as I could. I shot up toward the surface. The movement dislodged one of the fucking things that had been attached to my shoulder, but the others clung on even more tightly than before.



My chest was in agony, but then my head broke the surface of the water. I gulped down lungfuls of sweet, delicious air and noticed the small clouds of blood that were spreading away from me through the water.



A cry of horror came from the lakeside, and it roused me enough to strike out toward the shore. My breaststroke was weighed down by the two creatures on my ankle and the one on my wrist.



I reached the shallows and stumbled out of the water.



Gwallmai and Bedwyr started forward with twin looks of horror on their faces, but I waved them back.



“Don’t!” I gasped out. “They’re poisonous, their skin burns!”



I collapsed onto my knees on the pebbly shore and reached for the knife in my discarded sword belt. I drew it from the sheath and stabbed one of the little fuckers that was attached to my ankle.



It let out a thin, high-pitched squeal. A clear liquid ran out from the wound, and it finally released its grip on my ankle. I did the same thing to the other two that were attached to me, and they both let go and wriggled across the stones toward the water. Their tiny, raucous screams ceased as they vanished back into the lake.



“Elliot!” Gwallmai said in horror.



She and Bedwyr rushed over to me, and although I lifted a warning hand to them, they knelt by my side and examined the injuries on my ankle, wrist, and shoulder.



“What were those things?” Gwallmai asked with a shudder.



“Salamanders.” Bedwyr frowned. “I’ve seen them living in the ashes of old fires before, but I’ve never seen ones that color or that live in a lake.”



“I guess these were special magical salamanders,” I deadpanned.



I examined my ankle with a wince. The little monsters had left neat rings of bleeding tooth marks, and the skin around the incisions was starting to swell up.



“Help him!” Gwallmai shouted in outrage at the Lady. “He did your stupid task for you, now help him!”



“Did you get the pearl?” Bedwyr asked me in a low voice as the Lady drifted over the water toward us.



I grinned and opened my palm. The pearl laid in the middle of my palm. It was about an inch across, and it shone with a silvery rainbow gleam. It was incredibly beautiful.



I held it out in my hand to show the Lady as she paused and hovered at the very edge of the water.



“Here it is,” I told her. “I got the pearl, I passed the test, right?”



The Lady tilted her head slowly to the side. She looked at me and then at the pearl and then around at the surrounding trees. She let out a little sigh and waved her hand.



In an instant, the injuries on my ankle, wrist, and shoulder vanished. The pain throbbing in my joints faded away, and even the blistered skin on my hand was perfectly healed.



“Oh,” Bedwyr breathed in wonder.



“See?” Gwallmai snapped at the Lady. “That wasn’t so hard, was it?”



“Gwallmai,” I said. “It’s okay, it was a part of the test.”



Gwallmai huffed out her breath and scowled at the Lady.



The Lady didn’t seem to notice that anything had happened at all.



“The next test,” she said in her vague voice, “is soul.”



“Soul, okay.” I nodded. “What do I have to do?”



“You have the pearl?” she asked.



“Yeah.” I nodded and held it out to her, but she didn’t take it from me.



“Hold onto the pearl,” she told me. “No matter what happens, hold onto the pearl.”



“Okay.” I closed my fingers tightly around it. “I can do that.”



“Can you?” the Lady whispered.



The pearl burned suddenly in my hand, and then it turned into a snake.



Gwallmai let out a little shriek of surprise and jumped back from me automatically, while Bedwyr let out a strangled gasp.



I almost dropped the snake in my horror, but somehow I managed to hold on. The snake was so thick I had to grasp it with two hands, and it writhed and wriggled in my grip as it tried to get free.



Its scales were a dark, emerald-green color, and its eyes were a bright, glowing purple. It opened its blunt-nosed mouth, hissed at me furiously, and showed a shockingly bright red tongue and wickedly curved white fangs.



It lunged at me, and I held it at arm’s length while it wriggled and hissed in rage.



Its purple eyes locked with mine, and I gritted my teeth and grinned at it.



“Not today, fucker,” I hissed back at it.



The snake drew back its head and launched itself at my face. Its teeth were almost buried in my cheek, but I whipped my head back just in time, and its jaws closed on empty air. Quick as lightning, it whirled itself around as much as it could in my tight grip and struck at my wrist.



I moved as quickly as the snake did.



I kept one hand locked around its sinuous body and snapped the other hand higher up its great length so I was holding it just behind its jaws.



It writhed in a futile attempt to snap at me, but now it was pinned and didn’t have enough length to reach me.



I had a second of feeling triumphant about that.



But then the beast writhed in my grip, and suddenly, I wasn’t holding a snake anymore. Instead, I was gripping fistfuls of coarse brown fur.



I looked up into the snarling face of an enormous brown bear.



It coughed out a roar and swiped at me with its huge, heavy paws. I yelled in pain as its thick, curved claws cut an agonizing track down my ribs.



“Elliot!” Gwallmai screamed.



“Don’t!” I managed to gasp out. “Just let me do it!”



Blood dripped down my body and coated my skin in a terrifying heat, but I didn’t let go of the bear. I crowded closer against its stomach and grabbed even bigger handfuls of its coarse, smelly fur.



Pain came again and then again, and the bear let out a roar that deafened me and made my head ring. I couldn’t tell what was happening, I couldn’t even tell where I was bleeding, all I knew was that I had to hold on.



The bear abruptly toppled backward. I fell forward on top of it and landed on my knees on the pebbly shore.



The bear had vanished, and I was holding an iron bar.



For a second, I felt relief.



But then I heard a sizzling sound and smelled something like bacon cooking nearby.



Then agony as bright and burning as the red-hot iron bar in my hands scorched through me.



I roared in pain, but my fingers clenched convulsively around the iron bar and held it even more tightly.



“Elliot!” Bedwyr sobbed. “Elliot, no!”



“Stop this!” Gwallmai shouted. “Stop this, you’re killing him!”



The pain was greater than anything I’d ever felt before in my entire life.



All I could smell was my own burning flesh. The pain overrode everything else in my senses until I could barely even hear the rush and sigh of the lake waters lapping against the shore.



The lake waters.



I couldn’t even stagger to my feet. Instead, I rolled and used the momentum to send my whole body splashing into the shallows of the lake.



The water fizzed and hissed as the burning iron bar hit the cold surface.



For a second, everything went black.



And then everything was still.



The only sound was my own heaving, gasping breaths.



I blinked open my eyes.



I was lying in the shallows of the lake. My heart was pounding, my chest was tight, and my whole body ached like I’d just taken the worst beating of my life while also being hungover.



But I was alive.



There was a splashing commotion nearby, and then suddenly, Bedwyr and Gwallmai were at my side.



“Elliot!” Bedwyr sobbed, and her face was streaked with tears.



Gwallmai’s eyes were red, and there was blood smeared on her chin where she’d bitten through her lip.



“Are you alive?” Bedwyr whispered.



She knelt in the shallows and cradled my head in her arms.



I smiled up at the women.



“I’m alive,” I said softly, and I held out my hand to them both.



I opened my fingers to reveal the pearl still clasped safely in my palm.



The marks of the bear’s claws had vanished, and the terrible burns from the iron bar had healed away completely.



I felt like shit, but I was in one piece.



“You bitch!” Gwallmai hissed.



I managed to sit up and saw the Lady had drifted closer to us again. She was watching me with an expressionless face and her head tilted to one side.



“The second test is complete,” she said. “Are you ready for your third and final test?”



I had to take a breath before I answered. I was going to say yes, of course I was, but I felt like I’d endured enough for a thousand lifetimes.



Gwallmai and Bedwyr were silent. They just looked at me with agonized expressions on their faces.



I managed to smile at them in a way I hoped was reassuring.



“Well,” I said, “we’ve already come this far, haven’t we?”



Gwallmai nodded silently. Bedwyr took my hand and kissed it.



I stood up out of the water, and we all made our way back to the shore. The women’s clothes were dripping with water, and the end of Bedwyr’s long braid was several shades darker than normal.



“Alright.” I took a deep breath, readied myself, and looked up at the floating, ghostly figure of the Lady of the Lake. “I’m ready for the third test.”



The Lady let out a sigh that rustled the leaves of the surrounding trees and set the surface of the lake rippling.



“The third and final test,” she said, “is heart.”



She waved her hand, and the waters all around her parted like someone opening up a sandwich. A sheet of water gushed out from underneath the Lady’s floating feet and reared up in front of us for one heartstopping moment before it splashed down and broke on the shore.



Then it retreated back into the bowl of the lake to reveal the coughing, shuddering, shaking form of the enchantress beached on the stones like a stranded fish.



“Oh, shit!” I exclaimed.



“The enchantress!” Gwallmai hissed.



Despite her earlier words about what would happen if she met the enchantress again, Gwallmai didn’t seem inclined to act on them. She scowled down at her angrily, but something else gleamed in her green eyes.



Pity.



And the enchantress was a very pitiable sight.



She huddled on the stony shore with her gray robe hanging off her slender figure. It was ripped in places, and the flashes of skin beneath the coarse fabric showed through startlingly white. There were cuts and grazes on her palms, her white feet were bare, and there was a scratch down one cheek.



I didn’t know if she’d gained her injuries from some other creature that might be lurking at the bottom of the lake, or if the forest had dealt them out to her.



Her long black hair wasn’t sleek any longer, and it hung in dripping tails down her back and over her face. Her skin looked gray, her lips were bloodless and pale, and there were black shadows ringed around her eyes.



She crouched low on the ground and looked around at us with her blue eyes wide in terror. Her lips moved soundlessly, and I couldn’t make out what she might have been trying to say.



The woman had tried to kill us more than once. She’d enslaved Cai, taken away his free will, and endangered his life. She was my enemy, and she wanted to take Excalibur for herself.



But even with all of that, the only feeling I had toward her in that moment was pity.



She just looked so small and helpless, and every time her huge blue eyes looked around at us, I heard her terrified pleas for mercy echo in my mind. I couldn’t escape that part of her. It wasn’t just that she had some trauma in her past. It was the fact that the trauma had been dealt out to her by her mother’s hands.



I didn’t know her story, and I didn’t know who her mother was or what the situation was between them, but I knew for a fact that no one deserved to fear their parents in the way the enchantress clearly feared her mother.



I looked away from the crumpled figure in front of me and looked instead at the Lady of the Lake where she still hovered just above the surface of the water. Her translucent face showed no expression and no glimpse of anything resembling human emotion.



“What is the third test?” I asked her.



“This enchantress came to the Lake,” the Lady said. “She came, like you, to find the great sword Excalibur and take it for herself. But she ignored me. She refused to take my tests. She left, and I thought perhaps she had learned her lesson, but then she returned with the child she had bewitched and sent him to do her bidding instead. Perhaps she thought I would not bother to test the worth of a child.”



“Cai,” Bedwyr murmured.



“I didn’t have to test him,” the Lady said. “He would have drowned in my waters before he ever got near the sword. But then this little enchantress returned, and she thought to enter my waters in stealth, without taking my tests, and forcing her way to my heart, in search of the sword. But now she knows the sword cannot be won in such a way.”



“Please,” the enchantress whispered in a broken voice. “I’m sorry. I’m so sorry, I was desperate, I had to, I–”



“Silence,” the Lady commanded.



The enchantress flinched away from her and covered her head with her hands as though she expected a blow to land on her.



It was a sickening sight.



“Go on,” I said in a voice that was sharper than I intended it to be. “What’s the third test?”



“This enchantress would have stolen from me,” the Lady said. “Deal with her as a king should. Execute her on my shores in the manner of a mighty king dispensing his justice.”



Bedwyr sucked in her breath.



Gwallmai started to say something, but she stopped herself.



When I looked around at them, Bedwyr’s face was pale, and Gwallmai was chewing on her lower lip in a fury.



I turned back to the Lady of the Lake.



“Why don’t you kill her yourself?” I asked in a calm voice.



“It is not the way of lakes to deal with thieves,” the Lady replied. “Justice is the way of men, and therefore men must hand it out. You seek the sword of Macsen to be a king like he was. So this, then, is your test, Elliot. Deal out a king’s justice to this little thief, and show me the kind of ruler you will become if Excalibur is in your hand.”



I looked down at the huddled figure of the enchantress.



She looked up at me with dull eyes. She seemed to have gone beyond terror and had passed into numbness. Her face was haggard and tortured, with all of its milky, sculpted beauty turned thin and gray. Her lips moved, and a single glassy tear slid down her cheek and dripped from her chin.



Then she bowed her head to accept my judgement.



I looked up at the Lady of the Lake.



“No,” I said.



A breeze whipped up the surface of the lake and rustled in the treetops. The mist surrounding the Lady became agitated like a hurricane whipping through leaves.



“No,” she repeated, as though it was a word she had never heard before.



“I’m not going to kill her,” I said. “If you want to do that, you do it, but I’m not going to begin my reign in bloodshed. That’s not the kind of king I will be. With or without Excalibur.”



The Lady tilted her head to the side.



“With or without,” she echoed in a dreamy voice. “With… or without. With…”



She let out a sudden, high-pitched laugh that vibrated in my bones and made my gums itch.



The pearl I’d been clutching in my hand all this time burned suddenly in my palm. And then, between one breath and the next, I wasn’t holding a pearl anymore.



I was grasping the handle of a gleaming sword.



Macsen’s sword.



Excalibur.



I gasped and grabbed at it more firmly to take its sudden weight.



It was a beautiful sword, and the lake’s eerie, pale light gleamed on its long, straight blade. The handle was made of a piece of thick, heavy wood that was a rich, red-brown color. The part where it met the blade curved downward on both sides like two leaves growing out from the main part of the handle. The top part of the handle mirrored the bottom part with two leaf-shaped pieces curved up. A small piece of metal formed the pommel, and it stuck out from between the top leaf pieces like the stem of a fruit. It was made of iron and covered with carved lines, flowers, and emblems.



For a moment, I was speechless.



Then the enchantress lifted her head.



She saw the sword and let out a moan of defeat.



“No,” she whispered in a broken voice. “Oh, no, no, no…”



“Morgause.” The Lady of the Lake spoke to her in an unexpectedly soft voice. “Go. Leave here, and do not return.”



The enchantress stumbled to her feet. She looked around at all of us, and her eyes lingered on my face for a few seconds. Then she turned and ran away through the trees.



The Lady of the Lake let out another unsettling laugh. The light around her brightened for a moment, and then it died away.



The light, the vapor, the lady, and the forest all disappeared.



The three of us stood alone in a stretch of grassland studded with thin, young saplings, on the shore of a small lake. Its waters were dark green, rushes and grass grew around the edges, and a sheet of pondweed floated on the surface.



The forest of Broceliande and the Lady of the Lake had vanished.
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 Chapter 16



We decided to camp that night by the lake and head back to the fort in the morning.



“So the lake is here all the time?” I asked as we sat around the fire and ate strips of dried meat with oat cakes and apples. “But it’s only magical some of the time?”



“I think so,” Gwallmai said with a shrug. “Perhaps this lake acts as an anchor for the rest of the forest, and then the magical lake can spread over the top of it. Like jam on a bannock.”



I snorted softly at that image.



“It looks so different now.” Bedwyr cupped her chin in her hand and looked over at the dark shape of the lake next to us.



The water was black in the early evening, and the light from our fire flickered in scrappy shadows over the rushes and tall grass that grew around the sides. It was very quiet with only the occasional splash that I guessed meant a fish or a frog was going about its nightly business.



“It’s not just the look of it,” I said. “It feels so different, too.”



“Yes.” Bedwyr nodded. “I feel like I can breathe again. I didn’t realize before, but I think the forest was giving me a headache. I noticed it when it vanished, it was such a relief.”



“Magic,” Gwallmai said in a knowledgeable tone.



“I don’t know how Myrthin bears it.” I rubbed my forehead. “Being around magic all the time. It makes my skin itch.”



“I wonder if Myrthin is so powerful and so old he doesn’t notice it anymore,” Bedwyr said. “Maybe it’s more noticeable for younger magic users.”



We all fell silent, and I knew we were all thinking about the enchantress.



“Everyone’s going to be so excited to see the sword,” Gwallmai said. “I still can’t believe we found it.”



“Yeah.” I looked down at the sword with a smile. “I’m kind of worried to let it out of my sight in case it vanishes.”



“I couldn’t believe it when the pearl turned into the sword.” Gwallmai grinned.



“I couldn’t believe it when the pearl turned into a bear,” Bedwyr said with a shiver. “I really thought it was going to kill you, Elliot.”



“I was a little worried for a moment,” I admitted with a laugh. “But I guess that’s why it was a part of the test.”



Bedwyr shook her head and frowned, and I leaned over and patted her hand reassuringly.



“It’s all okay now,” I said with a smile. “It all worked out in the end. We have the sword.”



“Yes.” Bedwyr nodded. “We have the sword.”



“Well done to Elliot!” Gwallmai grinned.



“Yeah,” I chuckled. “We do.”



We finished eating our meal and then spread out our bedrolls around the fire.



I took the first watch while the women slept. I wrapped my blanket around my shoulders and looked at the leaping orange flames and the bright sparks whirling up toward the dark sky. My ears were alert for any sign of danger, and part of me wondered if the enchantress might take the opportunity to return and steal the sword.



I couldn’t get the image of her haunted face out of my mind.



The Lady of the Lake had called her Morgause, and the strange name rang in my mind like a bell.



“Mor-goes,” I murmured aloud to myself, and then I quickly looked over my shoulder to make sure I hadn’t summoned her presence by speaking her name aloud.



But there was nothing there.



I stood up from my seat by the fire and stretched, and I wandered around the edge of the lake to stretch my legs. The dark waters gleamed dully in the night, and I stooped to pick up a pebble from the ground and toss it in.



It made a tiny splashing sound that was so normal, it made me smile.



I craned my head back and looked up at the stars sprinkled throughout the navy-blue sky. It was so beautiful by the mysterious lake, even without the magic forest adding its weird intensity to everything.



There was enough beauty and magic in this world without lions and meadows of weird purple flowers.



A soft rustle of fabric sent me into a ready crouch, and my eyes strained in the darkness to see where the danger was.



“It’s just me.” Gwallmai’s soft voice came through the darkness, and then she came to stand by my side.



I let out a sigh of relief. “What are you doing here?”



“I couldn’t sleep,” she said.



“You need rest,” I told her with gentle firmness. “We’ve got a long day tomorrow.”



“I know,” she said, and there was a cheeky glint in her eyes that made me chuckle.



I put my arm around her, and she rested her head against my shoulder as we both stood and looked at the dark waters of the lake.



“What are you thinking?” Gwallmai asked me in a whisper.



“Honestly?” I laughed a little. “I was thinking about how beautiful the night is.”



Gwallmai laughed, too. “Oh, Elliot.”



There was something in her voice that made me look down at her. She was smiling, but she shook her head.



“What?” I asked her.



“You’ve just found the sword of Macsen,” she said. “You won it through your skill, your daring, and your heart. And yet you still think about how beautiful the night is.”



I smiled. “Well, maybe the night is extra beautiful because I won the sword of Macsen.”



“Maybe.” Gwallmai smiled up at me.



I smiled back as I searched her face, and all at once, all I could think about was how green Gwallmai’s eyes were. Even in the darkness, they seemed to gleam with their own special light.



“What are you looking at?” Gwallmai whispered.



“The night isn’t the only thing that’s very beautiful right now,” I murmured.



“Oh, Elliot.” Gwallmai smiled. “What a flatterer you are.”



“Is it flattery if it’s true?” I teased.



“Oh…” she breathed. “Bedwyr is a lucky woman.”



“I’m a lucky man,” I replied with a chuckle.



Gwallmai smiled and looked out at the lake again.



I hesitated, and then I spoke. “Did Bedwyr tell you about… she and I?”



“That you’re together?” Gwallmai lifted an eyebrow. “She didn’t have to. I can tell.”



“We are together,” I said. “But we’re not exclusive.”



“What does that mean?” Gwallmai looked at me quickly.



Something like hope flared in her eyes, and my stomach jumped in an answering emotion.



“It means,” I said softly as I reached out and tucked a loose strand of Gwallmai’s hair behind her ear, “that we care for each other, and we… share jokes with each other. But she’s assured me I’m free to do that with other people as well. She didn’t want to put boundaries on me.”



Gwallmai’s eyes opened wide. “So you mean– so we–”



She sucked in her breath and stared at me.



“Oh, Elliot,” she whispered. “Do you mean that– do you– are you–”



She stopped and shook her head, and I waited for her to say something sensible I could respond to.



“Elliot, what are you saying?” she finally asked.



“I’m saying,” I said with a grin, “that you look very beautiful right now, and I would really like to kiss you.”



“Oh!” Gwallmai exclaimed.



She took a quick step closer to me, caught my face between her hands, and kissed me.



I kissed her back, and the hungry flare of desire that shot up inside me was like a drug.



“Gwallmai,” I murmured.



Her mouth tasted so sweet, like sugar and ripe fruit. I kissed her again and again, and no matter how many times our lips touched, it wasn’t enough. I had to take her, I had to consume her right there and then.



“Elliot,” Gwallmai whimpered.



She suddenly slipped out of my arms and knelt down in front of me. Before I knew what she was doing, she was unbuttoning my jeans and pulling them down.



“Gwallmai,” I gasped.



Her hands instantly stilled, and she looked up at me with her face inches from my crotch.



“Is this alright?” she asked.



I could only nod, so I nodded feverishly.



Gwallmai pulled my jeans down to my knees, and then she slid her fingers into my boxers and dragged them down.



“Oh!” she murmured in surprise and admiration as my cock sprang free. “Oh, you are mighty in all things, aren’t you?”



I let out a chuckle that turned to a groan of pleasure as Gwallmai put her hands on me. She cradled my balls in one hand and began to stroke my shaft with the other.



I closed my eyes and swallowed hard as pleasure sang through me in wave after delicious wave.



“Mm,” Gwallmai purred. “I love how you feel in my hands.”



She rubbed her thumb over the sensitive tip of my cock, and my whole body jumped.



“Oh, god,” I groaned. “Gwallmai, you’re too good at that.”



“So I’ve been told,” she smiled.



“I don’t want to cum in your hands,” I said with a gasp. “Can I finish inside you?”



Gwallmai licked her lips in anticipation.



“Yes,” she breathed. “Yes, yes, yes.”



Her hands moved in a rhythmic motion up and down my shaft, and I gripped her shoulders to steady myself.



“Oh, god,” I uttered. “Gwallmai, stop.”



She looked up at me with wide eyes.



“Turn around,” I commanded her.



Gwallmai smiled slowly in understanding.



She turned around so she was facing away from me. She let out a little gasp as I pushed her forward so she was on her hands and knees. I knelt down behind her and lifted the end of her tunic. She’d taken off her armor for sleep, and she was only in her cream-colored linen tunic.



I slid it up to her waist to reveal the curved expanse of her ass and the white undergarment she wore. It tied at the hips, like a string bikini bottom, and the thin white fabric clung to the peach-like mounds of her asscheeks in a way that set my blood whirling.



“Elliot,” Gwallmai whispered, and she looked over her shoulder at me.



She was so beautiful that I was momentarily stunned by her. Her thick, black lashes that fluttered over her green eyes, the pout of her parted pink lips, and the naked desire on her face as she gazed at me.



“Come on, king,” she whispered, and she arched a challenging eyebrow at me.



I pushed Gwallmai forward so she fell onto her elbows and yanked on the strings of her underwear. They fell away under my insistent tugging, and Gwallmai giggled as she settled herself more comfortably. The movement hitched up her tunic even more, and I caught a glimpse of her pussy gleaming like a beacon between her thighs.



She was wet for me, she wanted me, and I couldn’t hold back any longer.



With a low groan, I took my cock in one hand, and I pressed the tip in between Gwallmai’s swollen pussy lips.



“Oh!” she gasped as I entered her. “Oh! Goddess!”



Gwallmai’s pussy was hot and wet, and putting my cock into her was like slipping on a warm velvet glove. She fit me perfectly, and I groaned with pleasure as she took my tip inside her.



“Ah, fuck,” I panted. “Do you want more?”



“Oh, yes,” she moaned. “Oh, fuck, yes. That feels so good.”



I eased my hips forward a little to push more of my length inside her, and Gwallmai moaned.



“Shh,” I whispered. “We can’t wake Bedwyr.”



“I know,” she gasped. “Oh, but it feels so good.”



“Can you take any more?” I asked.



“There’s more?” she gasped, and then giggled breathlessly. “Yes. Fill me all the way, Elliot, I can take it.”



I smirked, and carefully, slowly, an inch at a time, I pressed my entire length inside her.



“Ohhhhhh…” Gwallmai wailed softly. “Oh, fuck. Goddess, yes.”



“Is that good?” I groaned.



“Mmmhmm,” she mewled. “Oh, yeesss.”



I began to move my hips back and forth in a rhythmic motion.



Gwallmai gasped quietly with pleasure as my cock moved in and out of her pussy. I held onto her hips and drove back and forth.



“Do you like that?” I asked between moans.



“Yes, yes, yes,” Gwallmai moaned. “Oh, yes. More.”



I started to move a little more quickly, and Gwallmai clapped her hand over her mouth to muffle her moan of ecstasy. My pelvis clapped back and forth against her ass, my head dropped back, and I looked up at the stars that studded the sky.



It was all so beautiful, it was almost more than I could bear.



I had Excalibur, I had Bedwyr, and now I had Gwallmai.



My strokes increased almost without my thinking about it, and Gwallmai’s breath came in ragged, excited pants as she was thrust back and forth by the force of my cock.



“Mmm,” she whimpered. “That feels so good, Elliot, I– I– ah!”



The rest of Gwallmai’s cry of satisfaction was muffled in her hand, but she couldn’t hide the way her pussy clutched at my cock as she orgasmed.



Her silken walls constricted around me with the perfect amount of pressure, and that sensation, coupled with Gwallmai’s little gasping cries of pleasure and the feeling of her body trembling under mine in her climax, was too much for me to bear.



“Gwallmai,” I gasped, and as I panted out her name, I toppled into bliss.



The edges of my vision blurred and darkened, and my hands grabbed convulsively at Gwallmai’s hips as I came. My seed shot out of me, and Gwallmai gasped at the sensation as I filled her up to the brim. She soaked up my seed just as perfectly as she’d taken my cock, and I clung onto her and held her there until the fierce waves of ecstasy finally subsided from my body.



When I was able to register anything beyond my own pleasure, I realized Gwallmai’s breathing was starting to return to normal. I stroked my hands over her hips and spine in a soothing motion as the final shudders of desire eased out of my limbs.



Finally, I pulled out of her satiated body.



I fell back onto the ground, and Gwallmai turned around and draped herself over my chest.



I wrapped my arms around her and held her tightly against me until both our hearts stopped pounding.



“That was amazing,” Gwallmai whispered breathlessly. “Elliot… thank you.”



“You’re welcome,” I said with a chuckle, and I pressed a kiss against her sweaty forehead. “Thank you.”



“No, I don’t mean just for this.” Gwallmai raised her head to look at me. “Although this was… this was the most pleasure I’ve ever had in my entire life.”



I smiled in satisfaction, and Gwallmai laughed softly before she became serious again.



“Not just this,” she said. “I mean everything that’s happened over the past few days. All the stuff with Cai and the villagers. It felt so good to be a part of this. We’re really making a difference. We’re changing people’s lives for the better.”



“We are,” I agreed.



Gwallmai relaxed on my chest again. I twirled a piece of her hair where it had come out of her milkmaid braids, and after a few more minutes, I patted her shoulder softly.



“Don’t go to sleep here,” I whispered. “Go back to your bedroll.”



“Mm,” Gwallmai sighed. “I don’t wanna.”



“Come on,” I chuckled.



She heaved herself upright to a sitting position, yawned, and gave me a sleepy smile. She kissed me one more time and then slipped away through the darkness back to the campfire.



I watched her go with a warm feeling tingling all through my body.



I went back to walking around the lake to keep myself awake, and the rest of my time on watch passed without incident.



When my watch was up, I was surprisingly tired. I woke Bedwyr so she could take her shift, and I laid down on my bedroll with my hand resting on Excalibur’s hilt and drifted off to sleep.



I awoke in the gray light of dawn to the sound of Gwallmai placing more fuel on the fire. The old log from the previous night was charred through, and it fell down with a clunk that spat out more sparks as she dropped the fresh branches into the flames.



There was a soft white mist hanging over the surface of the lake, and as I sat up and stretched, a small brown waterbird of some kind stepped out of the brush and slipped into the water. It swam to the other side of the lake with a soft chirrup.



“Breakfast,” Gwallmai told me with a smile, and she handed me a tiny carved wooden bowl and carved wooden spoon.



“Porridge,” I exclaimed in surprise.



“How did you make porridge?” Bedwyr asked in a sleepy voice as she sat up from her bedroll.



“I had the bowls and spoons already,” Gwallmai explained. “I took them with me when I came to the fort in the first place, and I brought them along with us. And I had a small bag of oats.”



“How did you boil the water?” I asked. “We don’t have a kettle.”



With a smile, Gwallmai showed me her bowl. Although it was carved from wood like Bedwyr’s and mine, Gwallmai’s bowl was a little bigger than ours and the bottom was covered in a thin layer of metal.



“I can boil water in this,” she said, “and then it doubles as an extra serving bowl.”



“Very impressive,” I said with a smile.



“Did you make them?” Bedwyr asked.



“Someone in my mother’s family did,” Gwallmai replied. “I think I told you, back in Phenixia my mother’s family were nomads, so they’re used to cooking on the move. They have all kinds of things that are useful for being on the road.”



“Do you think Liathan could make something like that?” I asked Bedwyr. “It would be a useful thing to make more of, in case we ever have to equip a large traveling expedition.”



“I’m sure he could,” Bedwyr said. “If he could see the original bowl and had that to work from.”



“I’ll show it to him when we get back to the fort,” Gwallmai said.



It felt good to begin the day with a hot meal, and I was starting to appreciate the porridge for what it was and just enjoy the taste of the oats rather than hankering after brown sugar or maple syrup.



We finished the meal quickly, packed up our things, and headed back to the Lasgoch road.



I had no idea how deeply we’d gone into the forest, and I wouldn’t have been surprised if we ended up having to travel for several days to find our way back to where we needed to go. But to my surprise, we came back to the road after only about an hour of walking.



“How is that possible?” Bedwyr asked with a frown. “I know for a fact that we walked further into the forest last night.”



“I was just thinking that, too,” I said.



Gwallmai lifted her eyebrows and widened her eyes.



“Magic,” she intoned in a spooky voice.



“Yeah,” I sighed and then chuckled. “I could do without magic for a little while, if I’m being honest.”



“Magic is everywhere!” Gwallmai declared. “You can’t get away from it.”



“Alright, alright.” I grinned. “Calm down, Walt Disney.”



“What’s that?” she asked.



“A guy from…” I stopped when I realized I wasn’t sure if the man had actually been from Florida. “Well, he spent a lot of time in Florida. He was big on magic.”



“Was he a fraudster?” Gwallmai asked. “You said most of the people in Florida who claimed to have magic were actually charlatans.”



“Yeah…” I paused as I tried to figure out the best way to explain the concept of the Disney brand. “So in Florida, as well as magic like fortune-telling and things like that, sometimes we would talk about magic or things being magical, and what we really were saying is that things were special, or nice, or important. But that didn’t mean they were literally magic.”



“Oh.” Gwallmai wrinkled her nose. “So this Florida man just meant that things were special?”



“Yeah,” I said. “That’s kind of it. The way childhood is special, and love is special.”



“Hmm.” Gwallmai frowned in thought.



“I like that idea,” Bedwyr said. “We think of magic as something worrying or dangerous, but it’s lovely that in Florida, something can be magical just by being nice. There are plenty of things that are nice and special enough to be magical, even if they’re not made to happen by an enchanter.”



“Yeah, exactly.” My mind flew back to the memory of fucking Bedwyr on the dock by the fort, and my smile deepened.



Bedwyr saw my expression, and she smiled back while her eyes danced in our shared memory.



We carried on walking down the Lasgoch road. The time seemed to pass pretty quickly in comparison to the last time I’d walked this way, but that had been with three tired kids in tow.



Bedwyr, Gwallmai, and I made good progress on our journey, and as the sun climbed toward its highest point in the sky, we stopped for a quick lunch by the side of the road.



The trees were starting to thin out, and the ground stretched away from the road on both sides in a never-ending ocean of dry, brown grass. The sun was very hot, and sweat trickled down my back. Gwallmai’s cheeks had reddened and given her olive-toned skin a more pronounced, rosy glow, while Bedwyr’s tan seemed to be darkening by the second.



There weren’t enough trees to give us any shade while we were eating or while we were walking, so I had us move on pretty quickly. If we were going to be out in the sun without shelter, we might as well be continuing on our journey while we roasted.



We walked on, and after a couple of hours, the sun’s glare lessened a little. I wondered if we were getting near the coast, and if that was a factor in the weather getting easier.



“What’s that?” Gwallmai shaded her eyes and looked behind us.



I turned to see what she was looking at.



There was a dust cloud on the horizon behind us. It rose up into the air and hung over everything like a veil of brown smoke.



“People on horseback,” Bedwyr said, and she looked at me. “Soldiers?”



“Maybe.” I looked in both directions on either side of the road.



There was nowhere to hide. Everything nearby was just grass, and the nearest cluster of trees was too far away from the road for us to make it. If we tried to sprint for it, the horsemen would have a clear view of us as we left the road.



“Okay,” I said. “We can’t hide, so we’ll just carry on. Hopefully, they’ll pass us by without stopping.”



“And if they don’t?” Bedwyr asked.



I smiled. “Then Excalibur will be bloody earlier than expected.”



Gwallmai showed her teeth in a fierce laugh.



Bedwyr gave me a firm nod, and we carried on walking.



The dust cloud had looked impressive, but as we continued on our way, it was clear that the horsemen weren’t actually going that fast, which was a reassuring sign.



They got closer and closer, and when I threw a glance over my shoulder, I saw it was a group of about twenty men. The horses were walking, not galloping, and the men were decked out in shining armor. It looked like the same kind of gear we’d seen Vortigern’s men wearing, and when they got closer and looked at them again, I recognized the faces of the two men who were riding at the front of the group.



“It’s Vortimer,” I said to the women in a low voice. “And Catigern.”



“Vortigern’s sons,” Bedwyr gasped.



“At least that means they’re probably not going to steal our supplies,” Gwallmai muttered.



“Bedwyr.” A sudden dread gripped me. “Would they know what Excalibur looks like?”



“I don’t think so.” Bedwyr’s hazel eyes met mine. “They would know the story, of course, but no one really knows what Excalibur looks like.”



“Okay.” Relief rushed through me, but I was still going to play it safe.



I was wearing Excalibur on the sword belt around my waist, along with the old Lasgoch sword I’d been using previously. Now I tugged out the bottom of my shirt so it was untucked from my jeans, and pulled it down over both sword handles. It wasn’t much, but it helped hide Excalibur from any casual scrutiny.



The horses were basically snorting down our necks by that point, so we stepped off the road to let the group pass us by.



But to my surprise, Catigern lifted up his arm in a signal to halt, and the entire party came to a standstill.



“Greetings, Elliot,” he said to me. “Greetings, Bedwyr. Greetings, Gwallmai.”



His face under his crested helmet creased in a warm smile.



“Greetings, Catigern.” I smiled back at him, and then I nodded to his brother, who was looking decidedly sulky at the unexpected stop. “Greetings, Vortimer.”



“Brother, we need to hurry,” Vortimer said. “We cannot stop here for idle conversation.”



Catigern ignored him and spoke to me. “Did you complete your journey? Are your villagers safe?”



“Yes, they are.” I was surprised he remembered that, as well as all our names.



Surprised, but pleased.



“They’re doing very well, sir,” Bedwyr added. “Settling into their new homes.”



“I’m glad to hear it,” Catigern said.



Vortimer rolled his eyes.



“That’s lovely,” he said. “If you recall, brother, we are on the road for business, not for pleasure.”



“I do recall that.” Catigern’s face twisted as though he’d tasted something sour in his mouth.



“Is there any trouble?” I asked.



“Saecs?” Bedwyr asked in a voice that was tight with sudden fear.



“No, no Saecs,” Catigern said reassuringly. “This is another matter.”



“Some upstart is trying to depose our father,” Vortimer said. “We’ve heard rumors of someone going around and saying they’re the destined king.”



I hoped to all the gods out there that my face didn’t betray what I was thinking.



“Oh,” I said. “So you’re going to, what, kill him?”



“Yes,” Vortimer said with relish.



“No,” Catigern snapped. “Vortimer, we’ve gone over this.”



“You might be happy to coddle traitors, but I’m not, and neither is our father.” Vortimer tossed his head like he was in a L’Oréal commercial.



The movement made his horse whinny in surprise and take a quick step to the side.



I jumped back to avoid getting my feet trampled under its huge hooves, and the movement pulled up my shirt to reveal the two swords at my belt. I pulled it down immediately and looked up to find Catigern’s eyes on me.



He’d seen the swords.



My heart pounded. My eyes locked with his. Every muscle in my body tightened.



Catigern kept his gaze on me for a second longer. And then he gave me a sad, small smile.



“I don’t agree with our father on every matter,” he said. “I want what’s best for the country.”



His eyes didn’t leave my face.



Vortimer made a noise of disgust in his throat as he stared into the distance with an irritated expression.



“Come on,” he said in an impatient tone. “I don’t have time to waste while you disgrace yourself in front of strangers. We have a job to do, and even if you’re happy to disappoint our father, I am not.”



He kicked his horse in the sides, and the animal started forward with a snort.



Another glance passed between Catigern and myself. Then he raised his arm to the troops behind him, nodded to us, and nudged his horse into a walk.



The group of armed men passed by with a clopping of horses’ hooves and the clank and squeak of armor.



I waited until they were a distance down the road ahead of us, and then I turned to my lady knights.



“He saw the sword,” I said.



“No!” Bedwyr’s hand flew to her mouth in dismay.



“But he didn’t say anything about it,” Gwallmai pointed out.



“Yes,” Bedwyr agreed immediately. “If they’ve got news the sword has been pulled from the stone, then they must know that a stranger with a sword is something to look out for.”



“But he didn’t even question you,” Gwallmai said. “He didn’t even get down off his horse.”



“Maybe he wasn’t sure,” I suggested. “Maybe he’s seen the sword in the stone and knows that it’s way bigger and fancier-looking than Excalibur.”



“That’s a good point,” Bedwyr said.



“But he still noticed it,” Gwallmai said with a frown. “He noticed you had two swords.”



“He said he didn’t agree with his father on everything,” I said slowly. “I wonder how much he doesn’t agree with him on.”



“Do you think he would support you?” Bedwyr asked with a look of amazement on her face. “Would he be an ally?”



“Against his own father?” I shrugged. “That’s a lot to ask from someone.”



“There are lots of ways to help someone out diplomatically,” Gwallmai pointed out. “He might not go against his father, but he might not move against you, either.”



“I hope so,” I sighed. “It would be nice to know not everyone in power wants to use it for evil.”



“I guess we’ll just have to wait and see,” Bedwyr said.



“Do you think they’re going to the fort?” Gwallmai asked.



“I don’t know,” I said.



“Even if they are,” Bedwyr said, “they won’t find the destined king there.”



“And it’s not like we could get there before them.” Gwallmai frowned.



“Yeah.” I sighed again and then smiled. “Let’s concentrate on getting home for now. There isn’t anything else we can do, really.”



We set out walking again. The sun traveled across the sky, and the shadows grew longer. The light turned a lovely, dark golden color, and a little breeze tugged at the loose curls of hair that had worked their way out of Gwallmai’s dark braids. They blew across her face, and I watched them dance in the wind with a warm feeling in my heart.



No matter what Vortigern’s sons decided, no matter what happened next, I had Bedwyr and Gwallmai on my side.



And that was something just as valuable as having Excalibur in my hand.



The sun streaked with red and pink, and a band of blazing orange melted across the horizon. It turned the shadows black and sharp-edged, and when I lifted my head and inhaled deeply, I caught the scent of the sea.



“We’re almost there,” I said. “We’re almost home.”



Just knowing how close we were made us quicken our pace, and in a very short while, we’d reached the end of the Lasgoch road. We turned away from the clifftop path that led to Isca Leon and moved along the way to Camelot.



We didn’t see any sign of Catigern or his brother.



The fort was a dark mass on the edge of the cliff, and I saw the orange flare of a torch being set in one of the sentry boxes.



I smiled at the sight. It was a little early to light a torch, but my people were being careful. They were prepared, and they were going to be magnificent.



“Home,” Bedwyr said in a soft voice.



I looked at her with a smile and nodded.



“Home,” I said.



We hurried up the final stretch of the path to get to the fort. I saw a scuffle of movement as the sentry saw us and leaned down to deliver the news of our arrival to the rest of the fort.



The gates creaked open, and a crowd of villagers came out to greet us. At the very front of the group was Cai.



He hurled himself at us like a small, bony cannonball and grabbed my arm.



“Whoa, slow down, buddy,” I said. “What’s wrong?”



Cai’s brown eyes looked up at me in a mixture of alarm and relief.



“It’s Myrthin,” he blurted out. “He had a vision. He said something’s coming.”







End of Book 2
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