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Chapter 1

“It’s Myrthin!” Cai cried. “He had a vision. He said something’s coming.”

“Oh, no,” Bedwyr whispered.

“You’ve got to come now, Elliot!” Cai insisted.

Cai was only thirteen and very skinny for his age, but he pulled at my arm with a surprising amount of strength.

I looked around at the other villagers who’d streamed out of the fort to greet us. Bedwyr, Gwallmai, and I had only been away from the fort for a few days, but it felt like it had been much longer. I’d been looking forward to coming home, but now I was greeted by a crowd of worried faces.

“We’re glad you’re back,” Liathan rumbled in his deep voice. “Myrthin’s been shouting and raving. We didn’t know what to do with him.”

I looked at the blacksmith quickly. “Has he become violent?”

“No.” He lifted one big shoulder. “But…”

“He’s crazy!” Rodda exclaimed.

“Crazy!” Conri echoed.

Rodda put a protective hand on her son’s shoulder and pulled him closer toward her. Conri looked up at me with huge eyes, and I sighed.

Rodda and Conri had been through a lot. Everyone here had.

The fort where we now lived was home to the inhabitants of Bedwyr’s village and another nearby village who’d joined forces with us after Bedwyr and I had rescued a group of their children from Saec raiders.

Conri had been one of the stolen children, and if we hadn’t intervened, he would have been taken far away from his home and enslaved by the barbaric Saec warriors who were terrorizing these shores. I couldn’t blame Rodda for being protective.

“Myrthin’s not crazy,” Bedwyr said in a stern voice.

“Well…” Gwallmai looked over at her fellow warrior. “He’s a little bit crazy.”

Bedwyr pressed her lips together. “He’s the greatest enchanter who’s ever lived.”

“He’s been shouting and screaming like a madman!” Rodda cried.

“He’s been scaring the children,” Tara agreed.

“We haven’t hurt him,” Guern said quickly.

“And we didn’t want to do anything drastic without your approval, King Elliot,” Liathan added.

“Alright,” I said with a nod.

“Hold on.” Gwallmai stepped forward. “Is this any way to treat your king? He’s been on a quest to retrieve the Sword of Macsen, he’s faced dangers and magic, and he had to prove his skill, his daring, and his heart. Now we haven’t even stepped foot inside the fort before you’re making demands.”

“Gwallmai,” I said, “it’s okay.”

“No,” Gwallmai insisted, and she threw a stern look around the crowd with her piercing green eyes. “You need to rest. At the very least, you need to sit down and have a drink of water before you’re hounded by your duty.”

“Gwallmai’s right, Elliot,” Bedwyr said in a softer tone and put her hand on my arm. “We’ve been traveling all day, and you’re still recovering from the trials you went through in the forest. You should rest before you make any big decisions.”

Bedwyr’s steady hazel eyes gazed into mine, and I found myself smiling at the loyal warrior who’d pledged herself to my cause.

“Our apologies, King Elliot,” Liathan said with his cheeks turning red. “We didn’t think.”

“It’s fine, Liathan,” I assured him. “Let’s get into the fort, and I’ll see what can be done about Myrthin.”

The big blacksmith ducked his head in an embarrassed nod and stepped aside so I could walk back into the fort. The crowd of villagers followed me, and the doors to the fort closed behind us with a reassuringly sturdy thud.

The fort had been run-down and in a state of disrepair when Bedwyr and I first discovered it, but the villagers had already made huge strides toward making it a habitable place that we could also defend against any invaders. The gates had been broken, but with Liathan’s blacksmithing skills and Guern’s carpentry knowledge, we’d been able to fix them and reinforce the walls.

The place was an old Lasgoch military fort, so it had once housed a legion of Lasgoch soldiers who’d invaded Prydain and conquered the land. The Lasgoch military presence had been removed from Prydain seven years ago, which had left the land open and vulnerable to attacks from the Saec raiders.

Under the Lasgoch rule, the Prydanan people had been forbidden from owning weapons or learning how to fight. It had been an effective method of keeping them subdued and stopping any uprising against the Lasgoch overlords, but it meant that once the deterrent of the Lasgoch military units was gone, there was nothing stopping another conquering people from coming in, and the Saecs were determined to do just that.

Prydain was in a pretty bad position, but even that might not have been as bad if it wasn’t for the idiot currently occupying the throne. And that wasn’t just the disgruntled opinion of someone unhappy with the status quo.

I’d met the guy, and King Vortigern was the biggest, most insecure, and power-hungry idiot I’d ever met. He thought he could make a deal with Hengest, the Saec king, and had actually invited him to his home and promised him the part of Prydain the Saecs raided the most often.

If I thought too much about the utter idiocy of Vortigern’s strategy, it made me want to punch the wall.

But it also fired up my determination to do something about it, and that’s what would help the people.

As we walked between the old fort buildings, I glanced down at the two swords hanging from my belt. One was an old Lasgoch sword I was learning to fight with, and the other was the Sword of Macsen. Otherwise known as Excalibur, the legendary sword of King Arthur.

Technically this was the third sword I’d acquired since arriving in Prydain. I’d only been here for a couple of hours before I pulled the sword from the stone.

Yeah.

That sword from the stone.

It was the thing that had kicked off all of this. According to Myrthin’s prophecy, the one who pulled the sword from the stone was the true and destined king of all Prydain.

It was a little bit complicated by the fact that Prydain already had a king on the throne, but I was taking things one step at a time.

The sword I’d pulled from the stone was a very heavy, very decorative, ceremonial sword, so I didn’t use it, and it was currently hidden back at the fort.

I’d been in Prydain for a while now, but it was still a bit of a headfuck to think of myself as any kind of monarch. And not just any monarch, but the one who was prophesied to save Prydain from its enemies and lead the land into a golden age of honor and prosperity.

I was just a guy from Miami Beach. I was a bodyguard. Not fucking King Arthur.

But here I was with Excalibur at my belt, my people behind me, my beautiful knights, well, warriors, at my side, and one crazy enchanter waiting for me to make a royal executive decision about his fate.

I might not have asked to be transported into a magical realm where the fate of the people relied on my actions, but now that I was here, I was going to do my damnedest to make sure I didn’t let anyone down.

Liathan pushed open the door of one of the Lasgoch buildings. It was being used as communal sleeping quarters until we got some more permanent housing sorted out for everyone.

I’d barely stepped foot inside the building when a tall, gangling, wild-eyed figure hurled himself out of the shadows at the back of the building and grabbed my arm.

“The king!” Myrthin rasped. “The once and future king!”

The old man’s bony fingers pinched my arm so tightly, I had to fight not to wince, and his wild golden eyes bored into mine like he was trying to look right into my soul. His wiry black eyebrows combined with his big, beaked nose and long, coarse, iron-gray hair made him look like a giant wolfhound that had just picked up a fresh scent and wouldn’t be dragged away from it.

“Myrthin,” I said in a calm voice. “What did you see?”

“I saw…” Myrthin’s lilting Prydanan accent was even stronger than normal. “I saw them come. They are coming. They are coming here, oh, yes, they are. They are coming. They are– they are–”

His eyes rolled back in his head until the whites showed, and he opened and closed his mouth.

“Who?” I asked him. “Who’s coming, Myrthin?”

“Coming,” the old man whispered. “We are all coming. We are all going. I want to go, too. We are all going. I go to seek a great perhaps. Draw the curtain, the farce is played. Je vais chercher un grand peut-être.”

I kept my face neutral even as my heart jumped in surprise. Was Myrthin speaking French? Too bad I had no idea what he was saying.

“What’s he saying?” Cai looked up at me with a troubled expression in his dark eyes. “What does that mean?”

Cai was one of many kids from the village who’d lost their parents to the Saec raids. When I’d first arrived, Cai had been an angry troublemaker about what had happened to him, but he’d started hanging around with Myrthin, and it had been comforting to see how the kid looked up to the older man and tolerated his grumpiness.

And now Myrthin was rambling deliriously, and Cai might lose another parental figure.

I put my hand on Cai’s shoulder and gave it a firm, encouraging squeeze.

“It’s alright, son,” I said. “Myrthin just gets like this sometimes. When Bedwyr and I first found him in the Crystal Cave, he was even worse than this, wasn’t he, Bedwyr?”

“Yes, he was.” Bedwyr nodded in agreement. “We couldn’t understand anything he was saying.”

I’d actually understood more of what Myrthin’s ramblings in that strange cave had meant than Bedwyr. To someone from Prydain, his words had made no sense at all, but I’d understood what he was talking about because he’d been talking about things from Earth. Things from the world I’d left behind.

I hadn’t had a proper chance to talk to Myrthin yet about the prophecy and what it meant for me to have come here, and I hadn’t had a chance to talk to Myrthin about what he knew about Earth, either. But there was one thing I knew for certain, and it was that Myrthin had definitely visited Earth at some point.

I guessed him speaking French only drove that point even more firmly home.

I knew about five words of French in total, but even if I’d been a fluent French speaker, I wasn’t sure if it would’ve helped me figure out what Myrthin had seen in his vision. When he’d been like this before, it had seemed like he was just talking total gibberish without rhyme or reason to it.

But I put on a brave face for Cai and the other villagers, and I pasted on a reassuring smile.

“This is just how Myrthin gets after he’s had a vision,” I said. “It’s nothing to worry about, and I’m sure he’ll snap out of it soon enough.”

“But we don’t know what he saw in his vision,” Guern said in a worried tone. “He just said that someone is coming.”

“It could be anyone,” Flavia said.

“Saecs!” Rodda gasped in horror. “The Saecs are coming!”

“We don’t know that,” Gwallmai said in a hurry. “There’s no point in getting worked up about something that might not even happen.”

“Worked up?” Rodda stared at her in outrage. “Worked up?”

“Okay, that wasn’t the best choice of words,” I cut in. “What Gwallmai means is we can’t afford to waste time and energy worrying about the Saecs. There’s always the possibility they might come. That’s just how things are at the moment, but we’re in a much better position to defend ourselves if they come here than you ever were in your villages. The fort is sturdy, we’ve got sentries posted on the wall, and we’re at the top of a cliff with an amazing view of the ocean. If there is a Saec ship coming here, we’ll spot it long before it arrives.”

Rodda still didn’t look convinced.

“Elliot’s right,” Bedwyr said. “We’ve lived with the threat of the Saecs for years. If that’s what Myrthin saw in his vision, then we’ll make sure we’re ready to welcome the raiders in the manner they deserve.”

Gwallmai gave one of her wolfish grins that showed off her very white teeth. “I can think of worse things in my future.”

Tara put her arm around Rodda’s shoulders comfortingly, and I took the opportunity to guide Myrthin back to his blanket. The old man was mumbling something indistinct under his breath, but he folded up his limbs obediently and laid down on the blanket like a child being tucked in at bedtime.

“Come on,” I said. “Let’s let him rest for now.”

“And bring water for your king,” Gwallmai directed. “He’s parched!”

“Am I?” I asked in an undertone as the villagers dispersed.

“Well, I’m certainly parched,” she answered. “And if I am, then you probably are as well.”

I grinned. “I see how it is.”

Gwallmai grinned at me and bumped her shoulder against mine in an affectionate way. My mind flew back to the moment in the forest when she’d taken my cock in her mouth and our bodies had joined together in a magic that was no less special for being familiar.

Gwallmai met my eyes, and I guessed she was remembering that moment as well because her cheeks flushed a rosy pink. Gwallmai was never shy, but there was a little bit of hesitation in her smile as she looked at me, and I found her hand and squeezed it. The Phenixite warrior looked down at our joined hands and then up at me with joy kindling in her green eyes.

We dropped hands as we stepped out of the building, but when I looked around, I met Bedwyr’s amused gaze.

“And why are you smiling like that?” she asked teasingly.

“Uh, well.” I grinned. “Gwallmai and I, uh, shared a joke on the road last night, and she was reminding me of it.”

“Oh, you did, did you?” Bedwyr’s face broke into a warm smile, and her hazel eyes danced with delight.

“Yep.” I couldn’t help smirking a little bit.

Prydain had some interesting euphemisms for sex. Bedwyr would often refer to our time together as “making a criss-cross.” I liked that one, and “sharing a joke” was another favorite of mine.

Gwallmai grinned as Bedwyr playfully nudged her in the side, but then she suddenly became serious and put her hand on Bedwyr’s shoulder.

“You don’t mind, do you, Bedwyr?” she asked in a slightly anxious tone.

“No, of course not!” Bedwyr lifted her eyebrows. “Did Elliot not tell you about our arrangement?”

“No, yes, he did,” Gwallmai said, “but– Well, I suppose I wanted to make sure. It’s one thing to agree to something, but when you see evidence of it right in front of you…”

“I know what you mean.” Bedwyr smiled. “But no, Gwallmai, don’t worry about it. I’m very happy you and Elliot shared a joke with each other.”

Gwallmai let out her breath in a relieved sigh. “I’m glad to hear that. It makes sense to me. I didn’t think you would be the kind of person who would set any kind of boundaries on your feelings for someone.”

“I’m not.” Bedwyr looked at me with a fond expression. “What I feel with Elliot, I’ve never felt anything like it before, so how could I put a boundary on that?”

“I can’t imagine it would ever be as good with anyone else,” Gwallmai said.

“Exactly,” Bedwyr agreed.

“Really?” I lifted my eyebrows. “But you guys have… had good experiences in the past, right?”

Bedwyr and Gwallmai looked at each other. Gwallmai giggled, and a slow smile spread across Bedwyr’s face.

“Oh, Elliot,” Bedwyr said. “My king.”

“What?” I asked.

“He truly has no idea, does he?” Gwallmai said to Bedwyr.

“Not a clue.” Bedwyr shook her head.

“Alright.” I folded my arms. “What are you talking about?”

Both women grinned.

“Well,” Gwallmai said, “I’m speaking for myself here, but I’m pretty sure Bedwyr will agree with me… but I’ve never felt anything even close to what I feel with you, Elliot. Not with anyone else. Or by myself.”

“Me, neither.” Bedwyr’s cheeks reddened underneath her tan. “Elliot… You just don’t realize how… skilled you are.”

“Or how rare it is to find a man like you who actually wants to make sure we have a good time,” Gwallmai added.

Now it was my turn to go red.

But I couldn’t deny that I was very pleased to hear that.

“Well, you know,” I mumbled. “It doesn’t make sense if we’re not both enjoying ourselves, you know?”

“But not everyone thinks that,” Gwallmai said. “You’d be surprised at how many men think a few moments of grunting and sweating constitutes a good time. Believe me, I’ve got some stories that would make you shudder.”

“I’ve probably got fewer stories than Gwallmai,” Bedwyr said. “But they would still make you shudder.”

“Well, uh…” I shrugged in a nonchalant manner that probably did very little to hide what an ego boost this was. “Thank you for, uh, the positive feedback.”

Gwallmai and Bedwyr both grinned, and I knew they could tell I was equal parts flattered and embarrassed.

“Come on.” Gwallmai linked her arm through mine. “Let’s go and be attended to by your loyal subjects.”

It was weird to hear someone say that out loud, but I didn’t argue with her, and the three of us left the shadow of the building to join the rest of the villagers around the fire.

The buildings in the fort were laid out in four rows of two, and there was a space between the last two buildings and the fort wall that had become a sort of communal hangout spot for everyone. It was where we cooked and ate together, and there was a fire surrounded by stones and logs that gave people places to sit.

There was a space left on one of the logs big enough for the three of us to sit down, and when we did, Flavia immediately handed each of us a wooden mug of water and a crumbling piece of oat bannock.

I downed my mug in two swallows and immediately felt a lot better. Flavia refilled my cup, and I slowly chewed on the bannock and caught every crumb that fell onto my shirt.

“King Elliot?” Conri asked.

I looked up to see that he’d crept closer to me and was now almost touching my knee. He gazed up at me with wide eyes.

“Yes, Conri?” I asked him with a smile.

“Did you get it?” he asked in a whisper. “Did you get the Sword of Macsen?”

I looked around at the villagers and realized they were all watching me with the same rapt expression as Conri. I’d been so focused on Myrthin, and it hadn’t occurred to me that they still didn’t know everything that had happened in the magical forest of Broceliande.

I finished chewing my last crumb of bannock, wiped off my hands, stood up, and drew Excalibur from my belt.

A gasp ran around the crowd, and everyone leaned in to get a better look at it.

“Can I touch it?” Conri asked eagerly.

“Conri, no!” Rodda scolded him.

“It’s okay,” I said.

I sat down with the sword laid across my knees, and Conri leaned forward with his eyes and mouth wide open in wonder.

Even to an untrained eye, it was obvious that Excalibur was something very special. The Lasgoch swords, like the one Bedwyr used, were relatively short weapons with straight blades designed for stabbing. Their handles were plain without any decoration, and they were designed for functionality rather than beauty.

Excalibur was both deadly and beautiful.

The handle was made of rich, red-brown wood, with two leaf-shaped pieces curving down where it met the blade. The top of the handle was decorated with two similar leaf-shaped pieces that curved up and around the solid-iron pommel that was covered in etched flowers and curved lines. The blade was long, straight, and double-edged.

It wasn’t just nice to look at, it was perfectly weighted and balanced, too. Whenever I held it, it begged to be used.

I could see why it was such a powerful symbol for the people.

Myrthin had told us it had once belonged to a warrior called Macsen. He’d been the closest thing that Prydain had ever had to a true king, and he’d attempted to unite the scattered, independent tribes of Prydain and make a concerted effort to repel the Lasgoch invaders. But he hadn’t succeeded. He’d been forced to flee, and his sword had been lost for decades.

But then we’d accidentally stumbled into a strange forest. We hadn’t realized it at the time, but we’d found our way into the mystical forest of Broceliande. It only appeared three times a year, and its appearance could only be predicted through magic. According to legend, the forest of Broceliande was the place where Macsen had hidden his sword to keep it from being stolen by the Lasgochs, who would have used it as a symbol of a defeated Prydain.

The mysterious and ethereal Lady of the Lake had been the guardian of the sword that was now drawn across my knees. I’d had to prove my worth to her in order for her to give it up, and as part of her test, I’d had to face the enchantress Morgause.

I couldn’t help frowning a little at the memory of the beautiful but haunted enchantress. She’d been looking for the sword as well, but we were pretty sure she wanted it to bolster another claim to the throne. The Painted People who lived in the north of Prydain in their country of Caledonia were also trying to grab the throne.

If they succeeded, they could very well end up splitting Prydain in half. The people of Loegres wouldn’t accept a Painted monarch, especially when rumors of the prophesied king’s arrival in Prydain were spreading more widely every day. The country would face civil war.

Morgause had been fanatical in her efforts to get the sword.

She’d fled from the forest once the Lady of the Lake gave me the sword, but I was pretty sure we hadn’t seen the last of her.

I shook my head to disperse the memories of what had happened, and focused instead on what was happening right now. When I looked around the crowd surrounding me, I was struck by the awe and wonder on their faces and the respectful way they looked at me.

“Well done, King Elliot,” Liathan said with a nod of his head.

“We knew you could do it,” Guern said.

Everyone smiled and nodded at me, and their approval wrapped around me like a warm glow.

“Thanks, guys,” I said, and I smiled at Bedwyr and Gwallmai. “I couldn’t have done it without help.”

“Yes, you could have,” Bedwyr said with a smile.

“But thank you for the compliment,” Gwallmai added.

Conri suddenly yawned widely, and Rodda descended on him and scooped him up into her arms.

“Bedtime for you, little man,” she told him.

“Bedtime for all of us, I think,” Nessan, Liathan’s wife, said. “Not that I’m telling you when to sleep, King Elliot, but it’s getting late.”

“It is late,” I agreed, “and I’m tired.”

“Don’t worry about keeping watch,” Guern assured me. “There’ll be sentries on the wall keeping a lookout throughout the night.”

“Thanks,” I replied, and I had to cover my mouth as a huge yawn overtook me. “Wow, okay, I am tired.”

“It’s been a long day,” Bedwyr said, and she got to her feet and held out her hand.

I wound my fingers through hers and stood with her as we said goodnight to everyone. The guys who were standing watch went to their positions on the fort wall, and the rest of us went into the buildings that were being used as communal sleeping quarters.

My blanket was near Myrthin’s, and I looked over at him anxiously as we settled down for the night. The old man was lying on his side with one bony shoulder hunched up defensively against the rest of the world, but from the slow, rasping snores he was letting out, it seemed like he’d found enough peace to go to sleep.

I was more tired than I’d thought, and I didn’t have enough time to worry about Myrthin before I fell into a deep sleep of my own.

I slept peacefully without dreams, until a hoarse shout abruptly woke me.

“They’re coming!” the voice shouted.

I shot up and looked around frantically.

The building was dark, but there was a thin slice of light where the door had been opened, and the light of the moon and the sentry torches fell in. For a second after waking up, I wondered if I’d dreamed the shout. But the open door banished that theory, and a moment later, another yell came from outside the building.

Everyone around me was starting to stir.

“Elliot?” Bedwyr asked in a startled but sleepy voice. “What is it?”

My eyes immediately went to the crumpled blanket and empty sleeping spot nearby.

“It’s Myrthin,” I said.

I jumped to my feet, ran to the door, and looked outside.

The outer walls of the fort were made of stone, but there was a wooden platform that ran along the inside of the walls and gave the sentries a way to patrol along the perimeter. Torches placed at intervals along the wall flared brightly in the dark night, and their flickering light illuminated the hunched figure stumbling toward the ladder that led up to the platform.

It was Myrthin.

“Oh, no,” Bedwyr whispered.

I’d barely noticed that she’d come to my side, but at her words, I turned and lunged back into the dorm room to grab my boots. I shoved my feet into them and hurried back outside just in time to see Myrthin reach the top of the ladder.

The sentry nearest the ladder was already approaching him with his hands outstretched to stop him.

“For the King!” Myrthin roared.

He lowered his head, charged at the sentry, and tackled him like a linebacker.

The sentry let out a startled “Oof!” as he went down, and Myrthin straddled him triumphantly and let out a victorious whoop.

“I am become death!” he roared. “The destroyer of worlds! Look upon my works, ye mighty, and despair!”

“Oh, shit.” I rushed forward to reach the ladder and climbed up as quickly as I could.

I reached the top of the platform just as the sentry was struggling to break free.

“Get off me!” he wheezed. “Myrthin, you crazy old man, it’s me!”

I recognized the sentry as Beric, one of the men from Bedwyr’s village. He was struggling to throw off Myrthin’s grip from his shoulders, but the old man had a surprising amount of strength that was fueled by the madness surging through his body.

I grabbed Myrthin by the shoulders and tried to drag him off Beric, but Myrthin twisted in my grip and somehow managed to break my hold on him. He rolled sideways off Beric, got to his feet, leaped over the prone sentry, and landed with a thud that rattled the whole platform. Myrthin’s bare, dirty feet thumped over the wooden planks as he ran toward the next sentry.

“Watch me fly!” he called. “I soar, I wheel, I dance! They are coming! I am coming! All hail to the king!”

“Myrthin!” I yelled.

Beric was okay, so I left him and charged after the mad enchanter.

Myrthin rushed toward the sentry box, but a dark, hulking shape stepped out of the box and stood like a rock in Myrthin’s path.

It was Liathan, and the blacksmith was a lot stronger than Beric.

Myrthin cannoned into Liathan, bounced off his meaty chest, and fell backward on his ass onto the platform.

He let out a surprised hooting noise and waved his hands in the air above his head.

“Now, then, Myrthin,” Liathan said in a stern but kind voice. “You should be asleep. Do you know what time it is?”

“Oh, gray one,” Myrthin whispered loudly. “The time is nigh! They are coming! And we must meet them! And possibly even greet them!”

“Yes, of course,” Liathan said soothingly.

He glanced over Myrthin’s head at me, and I gave him a nod. Liathan bent down and helped Myrthin get to his feet. Liathan’s grip on the old man’s arm seemed light enough not to injure him, but it was clearly too strong for Myrthin to break free from.

Myrthin glanced down at Liathan’s hand, and his bristly black eyebrows pulled together in a scowl.

“Why must you touch me?” he complained in a dignified tone. “I am made of precious metals and the finest jewels. I am not to be manhandled.”

“Don’t worry, Myrthin,” I said. “Liathan’s a smith, isn’t he? He’s used to handling precious metals.”

Myrthin stared at me like he’d never seen me before. His eyebrows went up toward his hairline and then down toward his nose, and his mouth opened and closed a couple of times without him saying anything.

“You are he,” he finally managed. “You are the King.”

“Yeah, that’s right, Myrthin.” I searched his face to see if there was any sign of the enchanter’s wits returning to him, but Myrthin’s yellow eyes were just as glazed and wild as they had been before. “And as your king, I order you to get down from here and go back to bed.”

“To bed,” Myrthin said in a thoughtful voice. “To bed. To sleep. To dream?”

“Yeah, why not,” I said.

Liathan gently guided Myrthin back toward the ladder. Bedwyr was waiting on the ground below, and her anxious face was illuminated by the light of the torches. I waved to her, and she waved back.

The blacksmith went down first and waited for Myrthin at the bottom. When he reached the ground, Liathan took Myrthin’s arm again and gently but firmly guided him back to the dormitory.

“Nothing to see here,” Liathan announced to the villagers who’d been woken up by the noise and had come to see what was happening. “Go back to bed.”

“It’s okay,” I added. “Myrthin just, uh, had a moment, but we’re all going back to bed now.”

“To bed,” Myrthin agreed. “Eight hours. Six hours. Three hours. No hours.”

“Eight hours,” I said. “As your king, I command you to sleep for eight hours. Do you think you can do that?”

Myrthin drew himself up to his full height and gave me an imperious glance.

“Of course,” he said in a regal tone. “I am the greatest enchanter Prydain has ever seen. I could sleep for a thousand years.”

“Me, too, buddy, me, too,” I sighed. “How about we both just aim for eight hours tonight?”

“I can do that,” Myrthin said. “Just watch me.”

“Okay.” I nodded toward his blanket. “I’m watching.”

Myrthin settled down in his sleeping spot, pulled the blanket up to his chin, and fixed me with an intense yellow stare.

“Are you watching?” he demanded.

“Yes,” I replied. “I’m watching.”

“Good.” Myrthin shut his eyes and laid very still.

I thought he was just pretending, but after a couple of seconds, his breathing slowed, and he started to snore again.

Liathan glanced at me, and I shrugged.

Either Myrthin really had fallen asleep or he was doing a damn good job at faking it.

“Thanks, Liathan,” I whispered.

“You’re welcome, my king.” Liathan sent one more glance toward Myrthin, then headed out of the dorm to go back to his sentry post on the wall.

The rest of the villagers were settling back down into their blankets again. Bedwyr touched my arm and lifted her eyebrows at me in an unspoken question.

I shook my head. “I don’t know.”

“Sleep.” Bedwyr leaned in and gently kissed my cheek. “We’ll figure it out in the morning.”

“Yeah,” I said with a nod.

I laid down in my spot and let out a deep sigh, then turned over to see Bedwyr getting comfortable under her blanket.

We smiled at each other, and then Bedwyr let out a little laugh. She nodded toward the sleeping spot next to hers, and I realized it belonged to Gwallmai, who hadn’t stirred once during the whole event, and was sleeping just as soundly as if she were in a five-star hotel.

I chuckled quietly, then rolled over and closed my eyes.

Sleep came quickly, and I made it through the rest of the night without any more disturbances. I woke a little while after dawn to the sounds of the people waking up and getting ready for the day.

I rolled over to check that Myrthin was still in his blanket. The old man was still asleep. His rasping snores and easy, deep breathing indicated that he wasn’t anywhere near waking up yet.

Perhaps he really had followed my kingly order and was going to sleep for eight hours straight.

I stretched, sat up, and made my way quietly outside.

The morning air was crisp and cool, but I knew it was bound to get hotter as the day wore on. We were still in the middle of summer, and we had a while before winter arrived, which was good for us, since we would have to think about how to make sure the fort was weatherproofed and our supplies were full before the cold weather set in.

It was a mental adjustment I was still getting used to. Back in Miami, winter was a welcome relief from the Florida humidity, and every year I looked forward to the cooler weather. The temperature still managed to be in the high sixties most of the time, but it was better than the tropical swamp the place turned into during summertime.

Bedwyr had warned me about how cold Prydanan winters could get, and while a part of me was excited at the thought of actually seeing snow in person for the first time, I had to remind myself that winter was going to be hard, and it was something we were going to have to rigorously prepare ourselves for. It wasn’t going to be a cozy time of sledding and snowball fights and watching Hallmark movies, or whatever it was that people did during actually cold winters. The preparations we made now could be the difference between life and death.

If I was having to fend for myself, I wasn’t sure how easy a task that would be, but I had Bedwyr and Gwallmai helping me, and all of the villagers in the fort had faced winter many times before, so they knew what to do.

I wasn’t going to sit on my ass and watch as everyone else took care of things, however, I was going to pitch in and do my part, just like everyone else. I might be a king, but I had absolutely no time for leaders who made demands without ever having done the job themselves.

I’d worked for enough privileged assholes back in Florida when I’d paid the bills by working as a bodyguard for the rich and famous. It had been an eye-opening experience, that was for sure, and although I’d cursed out my chosen profession plenty of times back then, I was grateful for what it had taught me now. It had given me a front-row seat in observing what power did to people and how quickly they could become corrupted and twisted by the thing they’d thought would solve everything.

I might still be figuring out this whole king thing, but I knew for sure what kind of ruler I wasn’t going to be, and I reckoned that was a good place to start.

“Elliot!” Guern called, and he raised an arm in greeting.

He was sitting by the fire along with everyone else.

I smiled, waved back to him, and went to sit by his side. The people made room for me, and as I settled down, accepted a bowl of hot porridge, and smiled back at the people wishing me a good morning, I figured I must be doing something right.

Gwallmai stumbled out of the dorm building and almost fell onto a spare seat. She’d taken her long, dark hair out of its braids, and it fell in loose curls over her shoulders. Her face was still flushed from sleep, and one cheek showed a crumpled mark on it where she’d pressed her face against the weave of her blanket.

“Morning,” I said with amusement in my voice.

“Is it?” Gwallmai yawned widely. “Yes, I suppose it is.”

I would have loved to introduce her to coffee, but a bowl of hot porridge would have to do. Gwallmai yawned again and dipped her spoon into her breakfast.

“Elliot,” Beric said in a serious tone. “What are we going to do about Myrthin?”

I shook my head and sighed. I’d been bracing myself for this conversation.

“I don’t know,” I confessed.

“He’s out of control!” Rodda exclaimed.

“He’s just an old man,” Rilla countered. “How much harm can he do?”

“He’s an enchanter!” Rodda protested. “The most powerful enchanter Prydain has ever seen, if we’re going to believe the tales he tells about himself.”

“That’s not just him boasting,” Tara said in a serious voice. “I’ve heard tales of his skills and his strength that would make the boldest warrior shiver.”

“Hold on, what?” Gwallmai paused with her spoon halfway to her mouth. “What about Myrthin? What happened?”

“You slept through it all,” Bedwyr told her. “But Myrthin, um, went on a rampage last night.”

“Was he naked?” Gwallmai asked.

Her tone was so serious I couldn’t tell if she was joking or not, and the question was so unexpected I couldn’t hold back a snort of laughter.

“No!” Bedwyr said in a scandalized voice. “He was not naked!”

“I’m just saying.” Gwallmai shrugged. “He’s an old man. Old men are forgetful at the best of times, and he’s currently kind of crazy, so…”

Cai looked shocked at the thought of his mentor naked and raving, but Conri giggled, and a few of the adults looked amused as well. It helped lighten the mood a little bit, which I was grateful for.

“There must be something we can do,” Rilla said.

“We could tie him up,” Rodda suggested.

“No!” Bedwyr exclaimed. “He’s not a dog!”

“But he’s crazy,” Rodda said bluntly. “And he’s raving.”

“Which could be dangerous for us all, King Elliot,” Liathan said. “Last night on the platform, he could have hurled himself down from the wall on the other side. He could have hurt himself badly. Or even killed himself.”

“And if he managed to do that without being hurt,” Tara added, “he could have run all across the countryside while raving about the king.”

“He knows who you are, Elliot,” Gwallmai said. “He could lead your enemies right back here.”

“We’re not tying him up,” Bedwyr said stubbornly.

I nodded slowly. “What if we drugged him? I know it’s not the nicest solution, but it’s the only thing I can think of, and it won’t hurt him. Plus if we keep him asleep, it might give his mind a chance to bounce back from this. It might help him recover.”

“I like that idea,” Gwallmai said.

The other villagers nodded.

“I have enough sleep syrup left over to keep him quiet for a few days,” said an old woman whose name was Columba.

She’d come from Rodda’s village, so I was still getting to know her, but there was a quiet confidence in her blue eyes that I trusted. She had coarse, curly white hair that sprang out from her head to form a triangle shape.

“Is that safe?” I asked.

“Yes.” She nodded. “I know the right dose to give him.”

“Columba was our wise woman,” Flavia explained. “She’s taken care of all of us at one point or another.”

“Okay, then,” I said. “Are we all in agreement?”

The villagers nodded. I glanced at Bedwyr, and she sighed and nodded as well.

“I think that’s the best solution,” she said.

“Alright,” I said. “It’s decided.”

“I can do that now.” Columba got to her feet. “It’ll be easy to get the syrup inside him now rather than when he wakes up.”

Of the eight buildings in the fort, only a few of them were still weatherproof, and the ones that weren’t being used as sleeping quarters were where the villagers had stored all the supplies they’d brought with them. Columba hurried off to get her box of medicine and was back in a little bit with a small, round earthenware pot in her hand with a cork in the top.

“I’ll help you,” I said.

Columba followed me into the dorm room where Myrthin was still sleeping, and I knelt down by the old man’s side, gently turned his head, and pressed his mouth open.

Columba pulled the cork out of the jar and tilted it so a slow, steady trickle of dark syrup fell into the spoon in her hand. When it was half full, she corked the jar again and tipped the spoon over Myrthin’s parted lips. The syrup fell between his lips and landed on his tongue.

The old man snorted, snuffled, and swallowed. His eyes half-opened to show a bleary crack of white sclera, then he swallowed again, licked his lips, and let out a deep sigh.

Columba nodded to me, and we quietly crept out of the building and left the enchanter sleeping in his blanket.

“I didn’t give him too much,” she said. “Only half a dose.”

“Will that be enough?” I asked.

“I think so.” She nodded. “If I were going to dose you, King Elliot, I would give you a full dose, but you’re young and strong. Myrthin is an old man.”

“Better too little than too much,” I agreed. “Thanks for doing that, Columba.”

“You’re welcome, my king,” she replied.

Columba had barely finished speaking when one of the sentries on the wall let out a shout.

“Men!” he yelled. “I see armed men heading this way!”
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Chapter 2

My stomach jolted in alarm as my mind flew back to Myrthin’s prophecy.

“They are coming,” Columba whispered. “That’s what Myrthin said. Is this what he meant? Is this what he saw?”

“It could be,” I replied. “It’s okay, Columba. Go to the others.”

The old woman moved quickly toward the fire, and I ran to reach the ladder that would take me up to the sentry platform.

Bedwyr and Gwallmai were just ahead of me, and the three of us crowded together on the platform and followed the direction of the sentry’s pointing hand.

The fort was positioned at the top of a cliff with the ocean at the back. At the front were trees and fields, and to the left was the little trail that went down to the beach, and the path that ran along the top of the cliff. That path led to the nearby village of Isca Leon, and eventually to the Lasgoch road that ran in a straight line back to the city of Durovernum.

The path was currently occupied by a group of about twenty armed men on horseback. They wore armor that gleamed in the sun, and the two men who rode at the front wore helmets with a crest of stiff red bristles that rose up above their heads like a crown.

The soldiers were still too far away to make out their faces, but the red crests on the leaders’ helmets, along with the purple cloaks that swirled out behind them, immediately clued me in to who they were.

“It’s Vortimer and Catigern,” I said.

“Shit!” Gwallmai hissed. “What are they doing here?”

“When we ran into them on the road back here, they said they’d heard rumors of the prophesied king,” Bedwyr reminded her. “Perhaps they went to Isca Leon, and the villagers told them about us.”

“But the people of Isca Leon don’t know who you are, do they, Elliot?” Gwallmai demanded.

I clenched my jaw. “Some of them do. They swore they would keep it a secret, but…”

“That Vortimer,” Gwallmai growled. “I wouldn’t put it past him to use unsavory methods to get what he wanted. No matter who gets hurt in the process.”

I wasn’t going to disagree with her.

Vortimer and Catigern were the sons of the current king, Vortigern. We’d run into them several times, and Vortimer had taken every chance during those encounters to be as unpleasant as possible. It was clear he was rabidly loyal to his father and would do whatever it took to gain his approval, but I found myself strangely interested in Catigern.

He was the oldest son and the heir apparent to the throne, so in theory, he should have been my greatest rival. But he wasn’t like his brother, and he didn’t seem much like his father, either. I liked him, and in a different world, we might even have been friends.

But we weren’t in a different world, and right now, Catigern, his brother, and a cohort of armed soldiers were heading to the fort.

I spun around to get to the ladder.

“King Elliot?” the sentry called in a worried voice. “What should we do?”

“Just sit tight!” I called back. “It’s going to be okay!”

“Elliot?” Bedwyr panted as she hurried down the ladder after me. “What’s the plan?”

I reached the bottom of the ladder, turned around, and was immediately swamped by a sea of anxious villagers.

“What are we going to do?” Rodda half-screamed.

“Are they going to make us open the gates to them?” Guern asked.

“I don’t want the soldiers to come here,” Conri whimpered.

“Are we going to fight?” Flavia asked. “We can use the wood we cut down for fence stakes. We can use them as clubs.”

“I’ve got my hammer,” Liathan rumbled.

“Hold on, hold on!” I held up my hands to quell the panicked wave of rising chatter. “It’s okay, we’re not going to fight them.”

“We’re not?” Flavia lifted her eyebrows.

“Are we going to hide?” Nessan asked.

“We’re going to welcome them in,” I said.

An outraged babble of voices rose in confusion, but I clapped my hands together to get them to be quiet.

“Look,” I said once the noise had died down again. “We can’t fight them. These are armed soldiers, and what’s more, they’re the king’s sons. It’s Vortimer and Catigern.”

“The princes?” Nessan gasped. “The ones we met on the road?”

“Yes,” I said. “That’s them. They didn’t harm us then, and I don’t think they’re going to harm us now.”

“How can you tell?” Rodda pulled Conri close to her protectively.

“We ran into them on the road on our way back here,” I said. “They told us they’d been investigating rumors that the prophesied king had returned.”

Everyone started shouting again, but I raised my voice and shouted above them.

“They’re probably coming here just to check out the fort!” I shouted. “If they’ve gone to Isca Leon, they might have asked about any new settlements in the area, and that would have led them here. But that’s all they know, okay? They’re just checking up on us, but they haven’t come here to hurt us.”

That might not be strictly true. Gwallmai’s grim words about Vortimer’s methods for getting what he wanted rang in the back of my mind. But if I told the villagers that, they would panic, and all hope of bluffing our way through this would be gone.

Every person in this fort had suffered at the hands of the Saec raiders, and there wasn’t anyone here who didn’t have trauma of some kind connected to armed men invading their homes. They didn’t have the emotional headspace to pull off a dangerous deception right now. I just hoped they had enough strength to deal with what I was going to ask them to do.

“All we have to do is not mention anything about swords or kings,” I said in the calmest and most reasonable voice I could muster. “They’ve already met us, haven’t they? So they’re not going to be too suspicious about us anyway, and when they ask what we’re doing here, we’re going to tell them the truth. We came here to find a better place to live, somewhere we could better defend ourselves from the Saec raids.”

The villagers looked at each other.

“It’s the truth,” Bedwyr said in a calm voice. “Really, that’s all you have to do. Just tell the truth.”

“And leave out any bits about Elliot, the prophecy, or the swords,” Gwallmai added. “And don’t tell them that Myrthin is lying in a drugged-up haze in the sleeping quarters.”

“Where is the sword now?” Liathan asked.

“It’s in my sleeping spot,” I replied. “Along with the sword I pulled from the stone. We’ll need to find a good hiding spot for them.”

“I know a place,” Cai said. “There’s a spot in the privy roof behind one of the support timbers. Sometimes the chickens like to roost up there.”

“And if it’s in the privy, no soldiers are going to want to investigate it.” I nodded. “Great idea, Cai.”

Cai’s somber face broke into a smile.

“I can show you now,” he said eagerly.

“Great, yes.” I looked around at the other villagers. “Alright, is everyone clear on what they’re saying?”

“The truth,” Beric said with a little sigh.

“Yes.” I nodded. “We came here for a better life. The Saec raids were getting too much to handle, and when Bedwyr and I found this old fort, we moved the people from her village here. On the way, we helped rescue the children from the Saec raiders, and you guys decided to join us. And here we all are.”

Everyone nodded.

“Here we all are,” Rodda whispered under her breath.

She looked pale and anxious, and I gave her a reassuring smile.

“It’s okay, Rodda,” I said. “Everything will be alright. And you don’t even need to worry about being anxious around the soldiers because they’ll probably expect you to be anxious about having armed men in your home, anyway.”

“They might even like it,” Gwallmai muttered darkly. “Some men enjoy that too much.”

“Maybe,” I said in a firm tone, “but not all of them. Come on, Cai, show me this hiding place.”

I collected both swords and went with Cai to the privy.

When we’d first arrived in the fort, the privy had been a disgusting, ramshackle mess with a reeking stench strong enough to burn someone’s eyebrows off. The villagers had done a great job since then on cleaning and repairing the place, but it was still a communal privy without flushing cisterns, so there was only so much they could do.

I followed Cai around the outside of the building, and he showed me the place where a few of the clay tiles had fallen away and left a hole big enough for a chicken to squeeze through. I managed to climb up the privy wall, and when I peered in through the hole, I found a small space between the tiles of the roof and the ceiling beams. It was covered in feathers and chicken shit, but I’d foreseen this and had wrapped both swords in an old piece of cloth to protect them. I carefully placed the bundle inside the roof and jumped down to check that nothing was visible from the ground. Then both Cai and I went inside the privy to check that no one could see the swords from inside the building, either.

We were both satisfied, and I patted Cai’s shoulder approvingly as we came out of the privy.

“Well done, Cai,” I said. “That was a great idea.”

Cai glowed under my praise, but he tried hard not to show it and just gave an indifferent shrug. Cai had been very resistant to the idea of leaving the village and extremely resistant overall to the idea of me becoming king. It wasn’t anything particularly personal, but Cai had lost his whole family to the Saecs and wasn’t thrilled about the idea of a stranger coming to his village and taking them away from the only home he’d ever known. We’d butted heads a few times, but after being enchanted by Morgause in the forest of Broceliande and almost drowning in the lake that held Macsen’s sword, Cai’s whole attitude had done a complete one-eighty.

It was a pleasure to see him throwing himself into fort life, and he was turning out to be a great help with the flock of chickens and one scrawny goat who’d been living in the fort when we got here.

A cry went up from the sentry. “Who goes there?”

Cai stiffened and then broke into a run.

I followed him, and we joined the other villagers who’d all gathered in a tight, anxious knot at the fort gates.

“Vortimer and Catigern, sons of Vortigern the High King, demand entrance to this fort,” came the reply.

I nodded, and several of the villagers moved forward to open the gates.

The gates creaked open, and I stepped forward with my head held high.

“Welcome,” I said.

The two men at the front of the troupe of soldiers swung down from their horses and came up to us. The taller man pulled off his helmet and stared at me in friendly surprise.

“Lord of Light!” Catigern exclaimed. “Well met, Elliot!”

“Yes.” I smiled. “Me again. It’s a pleasure to see you again, Prince Catigern, Prince Vortimer.”

Catigern smiled in response. He was a tall, broad-shouldered man with reddish-brown hair cut in the severe Lasgoch crop that his father also favored. Catigern was only thirty, but his face was already creased with lines. Somehow, they softened his features, and they crinkled at the corners of his blue eyes when he smiled.

Vortimer had the same long chin and high forehead as his father and older brother, but his hair was a dirty-blond color, and it was longer than Catigern’s harsh crop. His lips were fuller and poutier, and he had much more of a baby face going on than his brother did.

His mouth was turned down at the corners as he took in me, the fort, and the crowd of villagers gathered behind me. He looked a lot less pleased to see me than his brother did.

“What are you doing here?” he asked.

“This is where we live, sire,” I replied.

“What do you mean?” His voice was sharp. “We keep on bumping into you wherever we turn.”

“When we met you on the road, we were traveling here,” I answered in a peaceful tone. “I think we mentioned to you that we were leaving our home to find somewhere better to live. Somewhere we could defend ourselves from the Saec raids.”

“So you chose a place even closer to the coast?” Vortimer snorted. “I can see why you’re their leader.”

“It’s a fine choice,” Catigern said evenly. “Its vantage point on the top of the cliff means it will be easy to see any enemies coming in from the sea, and the whole place is much more easily defensible than the wooden walls of a village.”

“You have Lasgoch engineering to thank for that,” Vortimer said with a sniff. “I don’t know why the Prydanan don’t bother to build stone walls around their villages.”

The stupidity of the guy was so galling, I had to fight to keep my expression neutral. He might wear armor and ride a horse, but I would bet this guy hadn’t seen any real action in his life before, and he certainly had never had to defend a village against Saec raiders.

Even more enraging was the fact that he talked like he wasn’t Prydanan himself. Vortigern had been set up as king after the Lasgochs left Prydain, but he was still Prydanan himself. All his choices, like living in a Lasgoch villa, wearing Lasgoch fashions, and attempting to rule the land in a Lasgoch way, were only devices he was using in an attempt to bolster his own authority.

Catigern sighed and started to say something that would probably be a veiled apology for his ass of a brother, but Gwallmai spoke first.

“I’m sorry, I thought you said you were the princes,” she said.

Vortimer instantly bristled. “We are.”

“Oh, I’m sorry.” Gwallmai gave him a sweet smile. “It sounded like you were saying you weren’t Prydanan yourself. But you would have to be Prydanan in order to be heirs to the throne, so… Yes, no, of course, it’s my mistake, I misunderstood.”

“Yes,” Vortimer said through gritted teeth. “You did.”

“Elliot,” Catigern cut in quickly, “as we said to you on the road, we’ve been sent down here on official business. We spent the night in Isca Leon because we needed to question the inhabitants of the village and see if they had heard anything about the return of the prophesied king.”

“Yes, I remember.” I nodded calmly, but my heart skipped a beat.

Now was the moment when we’d discover just how loyal the people of Isca Leon were. Did they keep their promise not to reveal my secret, or had they caved under the questioning of their overlords?

“Damned waste of time,” Vortimer snapped. “Not one of those provincial idiots knew anything.”

I managed not to let my relief show on my face, and instead, I nodded gravely as Catigern spoke.

“We’ve been tasked with finding out all we can about the prophecy,” he said, “so we’ll need to question your people, Elliot, and find out what they know about this.”

“Sire…” I hesitated and then leaned in to speak in a lower tone. “I appreciate that you have a job to do. But if I may, I would like to request that you and your men be as gentle as possible with the people here. All of them have suffered at the hands of the Saec raiders, and as you saw on the road when we first met, many of them are still traumatized by the sight of men with weapons.”

“Of course.” Catigern nodded seriously and ignored Vortimer’s snort of disdain. “This will be done sensitively, Elliot, I give you my word. And it does you credit that you care for your people in this way.”

“Thank you,” I replied.

We smiled at each other, and I was struck again by what a solid guy the prince seemed to be.

“Would it be possible for me and my men to get a drink of water here?” Vortimer asked loudly. “Or are we all too busy doing things sensitively?”

Catigern clenched his jaw.

“Of course, sire,” I replied. “Refreshments will be provided for you all.”

“Good.” Vortimer shoved his way past me and marched into the fort.

Catigern turned around to give directions to the soldiers about tying up their horses, and I went into the fort to shadow Vortimer.

“This way, sire,” I said in my most polite tone. “There are seats by the fire if you’d like to take the weight off your feet, and we’ll bring you water.”

“No mead?” Vortimer strode ahead of me toward the fire and threw himself down on one of the wooden benches. “Lord of Light, haven’t you people ever heard of comfort?”

“No mead,” I replied. “But there’s good clean water from our well.”

“I suppose that will have to do.” Vortimer looked around him with lifted eyebrows, like he was measuring the fort against his own standards and found it extremely below par.

The villagers had been following this closely, and in a few moments, Tara, Rilla, and Flavia were back with jugs full of water, which they poured into wooden cups for the princes and their men. Catigern was back from dealing with his soldiers, and he took his place by the fire next to his brother.

And then the questioning began.

Vortimer and Catigern called the villagers in front of them one by one and asked each of them if they had heard anything about the return of the prophesied king.

The villagers all shook their heads.

“I’ve heard people talking about the rumors,” Liathan said. “But only that they heard someone else mention it, if you get my meaning.”

“I mean, we talk about it sometimes,” Rodda said. “But only among ourselves.”

“I used to hear people talk about it in the city,” Gwallmai said. “When I lived in Durovernum, it was the kind of thing people would bring up in the tavern after a couple of drinks.”

“No.” Nessan shook her head. “I know the prophecy exists, but that’s it.”

The questioning went on in the same way with all the people in the fort. Vortimer and Catigern spoke to everyone, then conferred quietly with each other for a few moments before they raised their heads and nodded to me.

I stepped closer to them. “Have you finished?”

“No,” Vortimer said. “There’s one person we haven’t spoken to yet.”

“Oh, really?” I frowned casually in an effort to hide the thumping of my heart. “Who?”

“You, Elliot.” The prince smirked at me. “You’re not above suspicion, are you?”

I made myself laugh. “You’re quite right, sire.”

I could tolerate the sneer on Vortimer’s face so long as they didn’t know Myrthin was here.

“So, Elliot,” Catigern said. “The prophecy. Do you know anything about it? Have you heard anything new, any bits of gossip?”

“No.” I shook my head. “I’m sorry, sire. The only recent thing I’ve heard about it is from yourselves. That’s all.”

“Alright.” Catigern nodded. “In that case–”

“Where are you from?” Vortimer interrupted. “Your accent, what is that?”

“I’m from Florida, sire,” I replied. “It’s a long way across the sea.”

“Why did you come here?” he asked.

“For a better life,” I replied. “There’s not much in Florida for me. Plus, it’s very hot there. I didn’t like the damp.”

“So how did you end up here?” Vortimer’s pale blue eyes narrowed. “Why come to the Cantwara?”

I smiled calmly. “After I left my ship, I traveled on the Lasgoch road to Durovernum. On the way there, I met Bedwyr, who was also traveling to Durovernum to find an enchanter who could sell her a spell to help protect her village. We ended up traveling together, and although I’d originally thought I’d find work in Durovernum, I was so taken with Bedwyr’s story and the plight of her village, I decided to travel with her instead and go back to her home.”

“I see.” Vortimer’s eyes flicked to Bedwyr and ran up and down her body in an insulting scrutiny. “So it’s like that, is it?”

The insinuation was clear in his tone.

When Bedwyr and I had spent the night as Vortigern’s guest in his villa in the city, I had been shocked by how clear the king’s disdain for women was. He’d ignored Bedwyr the entire evening, and any time she spoke, he’d looked as shocked and outraged as if a cat had started to speak.

It was clear Vortimer shared his father’s gross views.

“Yes,” I said in a cold voice. “It is.”

Vortimer glanced at me with his light-brown eyebrows pulling together into a scowl. He was about to say something, but his words were drowned out by a loud shout that echoed around the fort.

My heart sank down into my boots.

The shout had come from the building where Myrthin was sleeping.
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“What was that?” Vortimer leaped to his feet.

His eyes gleamed with excitement, and he was practically panting in his delight at having discovered something he could use against me.

“It’s my uncle, sire,” Bedwyr said.

“Your uncle?” He frowned. “Have we questioned him? I thought everyone in the fort was gathered here.”

“No,” Bedwyr began, but Vortimer waved his hand impatiently.

“You thought you could hide him from us!” he exclaimed. “What treachery is this?”

“No treachery, sire,” Bedwyr said calmly. “My uncle is old and frail, and in a lot of pain, so most days we keep him drugged on sleep syrup to help with his swollen joints. He’s not in his right mind, so I didn’t think it was worthwhile causing him the stress and upset of bringing him out here–”

“You don’t get to decide that,” Vortimer snapped.

“On his bad days, he can barely move from his bed,” Bedwyr protested. “He’s a very old man–”

“And I am a prince of Prydain.” Vortimer tossed his head. “I have been tasked with an errand by my father, the king, and I, for one, am not about to shirk my duty.”

“Vortimer,” Catigern began.

“No.” Vortimer flung up his hand imperiously. “He must be questioned.”

He stalked away from the fire in the direction of the shout.

Bedwyr threw me a panicked glance, and then we both hurried after Vortimer. Catigern kept pace with us, and his eyebrows were pulled together in a frown.

“Vortimer,” he tried again, but his younger brother ignored him.

Vortimer stalked up to the dormitory door, shoved it open, and marched inside. We hurried after him, and we were just in time to see a naked Myrthin rise from his blanket and throw his arms around Vortimer to trap him in a bear hug.

“We are here!” Myrthin shouted in the prince’s ear. “We are you, and you and I, and we are me! All of us are here! Altogether now! One, two, three, four, I declare a thumb war!”

Vortimer let out a muffled squeak of shock that changed to a cry of horror as he realized he had an old man’s bony, naked body pressed against him.

“Get him off me!” he gasped out in a strangled cry.

Myrthin tightened his grip around Vortimer’s body as the prince wiggled like a fish on a hook to try and break out of the unwelcome embrace.

“Here we are!” the enchanter rasped. “Look at us! So clean and fresh! Watch us make our magic, my boy! Dance with me! Dance the dance! There is nothing that can hold us back now. All things will come to pass! The wheels are turning, the sun is rising, everything is happening as it should!”

“Catigern!” Vortimer raged helplessly.

Catigern and I quickly stepped over to him and attempted to pry Myrthin away from Vortimer, but the old man’s bony strength kept the prince locked in the embrace. I made a mental note to tell Columba that Myrthin was way stronger than she’d thought he was.

“Never let me go, Jack!” he hissed. “There’s room on this door for both of us!”

“Uncle.” Bedwyr suddenly stepped close to us, and she put a gentle hand on Myrthin’s bare shoulder. “Come, it’s time for your rest now.”

“My rest?” Myrthin’s head swiveled around, and he fixed Bedwyr with an intense stare. “What about the rest? The rest of what?”

“It’s time for your rest now,” Bedwyr repeated in a calm tone. “Come on. Aren’t you sleepy? It’ll do you good, and Columba will fetch you a nice tonic that will give you sweet dreams.”

“Sweet dreams…” Myrthin mumbled. “Yes. Yes, I would like sweet dreams, I so often have sour ones…”

He released his grip on Vortimer, and the other man was finally able to break free. He staggered away, and his brother caught him and steadied him before he could fall. Vortimer snatched his arm away from his brother’s touch and straightened his tunic with a huff.

Columba was one of the people who’d been watching all this, and she hurried forward now with the pot of sleep syrup ready in her hand.

Bedwyr took up Myrthin’s blanket and draped it over his shoulders to protect his modesty.

“There you are,” Bedwyr said with a smile. “That’s better, isn’t it?”

“Better,” Myrthin muttered in a daze. “Yes. Yes. Butter. Butter is butter. I can’t believe it’s not butter. Butter makes clutter.”

Bedwyr guided him back down to his sleeping spot, and Columba spooned out another portion of the sleep syrup. I was pleased to see that this time she’d given him a full dose. Bedwyr coaxed Myrthin to open his mouth, and the old man took his medicine, then sighed and laid down again. He pulled the blanket more tightly around him and smacked his lips a couple of times.

“Butter,” he murmured to himself. “I can’t believe it. But all things are coming. We grow. Here we are. Don’t let go. Peep peep.”

“I think we should leave him now,” I said to the princes in a low voice.

Catigern nodded. There was a gleam of amusement in his blue eyes, but he somberly guided Vortimer out of the building. We followed them outside, and Vortimer drew himself up to his full height.

“How dare you?” he nearly shouted. “How dare you treat a prince of Prydain this way?”

“We did try and tell you,” Gwallmai said. “Bedwyr told you he was sick and crazy.”

“A very convenient excuse,” Vortimer snapped. “If this is how you treat visitors here, then perhaps you shouldn’t be allowed to remain in this fort. After all, it’s an old Lasgoch building, is it not? I’m sure the king has a greater right to this place than a few villagers and a stranger from a foreign land.”

“Sire,” I spoke quickly. “I’m deeply sorry this happened. We’re still trying to work out the best way to deal with Bedwyr’s uncle when he’s like this. But let us show how we really treat guests here. What do you say to staying the night here? Your soldiers can enjoy swimming on the beach here, you can relax a little, and tonight we’ll cook a feast for you. That way, in the morning, you can be on your way fully fed and refreshed.”

“That’s very generous of you, Elliot,” Catigern said. “Are you sure you’re able to accommodate us?”

“Yes.” I nodded. “It would be our honor to entertain two princes of Prydain, sire.”

“It’s the least you could do,” Vortimer said, but he seemed to have thawed a little bit at the idea of being wined and dined for the night.

“Precisely,” I said.

“I don’t suppose you have any dancing girls here?” Vortimer looked around the fort with his mouth twisted into a disdainful sneer. “Or minstrels? Or bards, or tumblers, or jugglers, or fools of any kind?”

“No, sire,” I replied. “But as I said, there is the beach. Swimming in the ocean is both very pleasant and very good for a person’s health. So I hear.”

“I’ve heard that, too,” Catigern said, and then he addressed his brother. “Do you remember, Vortimer? Father told us of the hot springs the Lasgochs used to bathe in, in some of the hotter parts of their empire.”

“I remember.” Vortimer nodded. “Very well. I suppose that will have to do. And we can always watch the workings of these provincial folk as they go about their lives. That should be amusing.”

I wanted to yell at him that these were real people, not characters in a play he could watch for his own entertainment. And more than that, these people were his father’s subjects, and as a prince of the realm, he had a responsibility to them that he seemed utterly unaware of.

But I swallowed my angry words, pulled up a polite smile, and showed Vortimer and his men the way to the cliff path that led down to the beach. The soldiers were excited at the thought of swimming, and they didn’t need any encouragement to go down to the water. They shed their armor and clothes and whooped as they ran into the waves.

Vortimer was too dignified for any kind of hijinks like that, and he stretched himself out on one elbow on the sand and watched his men as they jumped and splashed around in the waves. Catigern sat with his brother and seemed to be checking something against a scroll he took from a pouch on his belt. I guessed it was his way of managing his to-do list.

It was a weirdly wholesome sight to see grown-ass men put aside their armor and their mission so they could just enjoy a day at the beach.

I told the sentries on the wall to keep an eye on them and alert me if there were any problems, and then I went to work with the rest of the villagers. We’d made good progress on getting the fort up to standard, but there were still many outstanding tasks that needed to be taken care of.

Among them was making an enclosure suitable for livestock to graze in, and after I’d seen the soldiers down to the beach and spoken to the sentries, I went to look at the grassy space just outside the fort to mark out the perimeter.

But I was only out there for a few moments before Gwallmai and Bedwyr came running out of the fort. They charged up to me, and Gwallmai put her hands on her hips in an outraged stance.

“What are you doing?” she demanded.

“Uhhh, marking out where the fence should go?” I lifted an eyebrow.

“Not this!” Gwallmai gestured impatiently. “What are you doing inviting those princely pricks to spend the night here?”

“They’re not both pricks,” Bedwyr conceded a little reluctantly. “Catigern seems… not awful.”

“I thought that, too,” I agreed. “He’s surprisingly humble considering how awful his father and brother are.”

“Yes!” Gwallmai threw up her hands in exasperation. “They’re awful! So why did you invite them to stay here?”

“We’re not doubting your wisdom,” Bedwyr said quickly.

“Yes, we are,” Gwallmai retorted. “Well, I am, at least.”

“We’re just interested in the reasoning behind your decision,” Bedwyr said.

“Because it makes no sense whatsoever,” Gwallmai finished.

I gave a wry smile. “I didn’t want them to leave with a bad final impression of us. If they left now, with Vortimer in a huff about being tackled by a naked Myrthin–”

Gwallmai snickered, and even Bedwyr couldn’t keep the smile from her face.

“It would be way too easy for them to form a bad impression about us,” I continued. “This way, if we give them a nice meal and a comfy place to spend the night, they’ll at least have some good memories of the hospitality we offered them.”

“I see.” Bedwyr nodded, and then she smiled knowingly. “I knew you would have a good reason for your decision.”

“I suppose that makes sense,” Gwallmai said in a begrudging tone. “But I hate having them around here for any longer than necessary.”

“I know,” I said. “I don’t love this any more than you do, Gwallmai, but it’s a necessary evil right now.”

“Yes.” Gwallmai heaved a deep sigh. “I can see that. I do. I’m just not happy about it.”

“How about you help me build this fence?” I suggested. “That’ll help keep your minds off of any difficult business.”

Gwallmai grinned. “Well, how can I say no to that?”

I chuckled and tossed her a stick. “Let’s mark this space out.”

This area of land was near enough to the fort that we would be able to keep an eye on any livestock that was put out to graze here, and its proximity to the noise and bustle of the fort might be enough to discourage thieves or bigger predators from attacking the animals.

We didn’t have much livestock just yet, but that was another task on my never-ending to-do list of things to get done. There was a market in Durovernum where a person could buy livestock, tools, cloth, household items, and basically anything that people needed.

Bedwyr had told me about her memories of going to the Caledonian market, which was also held in Durovernum. Sellers from the northern land of Caledonia came to hawk their wares in Durovernum. Bedwyr had told me how the sellers would set up their stalls and unload their sturdy, shaggy little ponies that were laden down with bolts of dyed blue wool, sacks of tubers and vegetables, red-glazed pottery, and jewelry made from strands of twisted metal. The Painted People of Caledonia were famous for the huge wolfhounds they bred, which were so named because they were big enough to take down wolves and bears, and sometimes puppies would be for sale at the market as well.

While the Lasgochs were still in Prydain, the Caledonian market had been a sign of the uneasy peace that existed between the Lasgoch-conquered Loegres in the south and the savage lands of Caledonia in the north. But with the Lasgochs gone, Vortigern had no interest in making nice with the Painted People, so the market hadn’t been held for many years.

It was a shame. I liked the idea of getting a wolfhound to protect the fort, and I would have made an offer for several of the shaggy Caledonian ponies, which Bedwyr said were perfect beasts of burden. They would have been a useful investment to help us transport items, and we could use them to haul timber or plow a field.

But failing that, I still had plans to visit Durovernum and purchase livestock of some kind. The raggedy chickens that had been living in the fort were starting to look a little less raggedy, and the daily amount of eggs we found was slowly growing larger, but we were still a long way off from having a large enough flock to keep the whole fort fed. There was a nanny goat here as well, so my goal was to find a billy goat so we could have milk eventually.

Beric had brought his cow with him from Bedwyr’s village, so getting her pregnant was another task on my list, but I liked the idea of a herd of goats rather than cows. I’d spoken to Beric about it, and he agreed that goats might do better on the tough grass, shepherd’s purse, and dandelions that grew in the chalky soil of the peninsula.

There were a million and one things I needed to take care of, but for now, I was content to put my checklist of chores out of my mind and lose myself in hard work.

One thing I was really loving about my new existence in Prydain was how physically challenging everyday life was here. I had to use my body and my muscles in ways I’d never had to before, and it turned out that hard physical labor was very different from working out in the gym. It might not give the same aesthetic results, but I was pleased at how my body was changing and how every day I felt myself getting stronger and more capable.

Gwallmai, Bedwyr, and I staked out the circumference of where we wanted the paddock to be, and then we drove stakes at intervals into the ground. We scouted around and searched the ground for any sticks we could find, and then we carefully wove them around the stakes to create the start of a fence. It was a big paddock, and we had to stop every so often to go look for more sticks we could use to weave the panels, but it was very satisfying to fit all the sticks together and make sure there weren’t any gaps that animals could squeeze through.

We paused at midday and went back to the fort for a quick lunch. Flavia had the remains of a small pot of blackberry preserves that she spread over oat cakes in a thin but deliciously sweet and sticky topping. The oats combined with the sugar hit gave us a new burst of energy for the afternoon, and we went back to work with renewed energy and enthusiasm.

To my surprise, after a little while, Vortimer and Catigern came out to watch us work. And to my even greater surprise, the next time we stopped to gather more sticks, Catigern joined in. He helped us find more sticks, and when we went back to the panels, he started weaving them in as well.

“Oh, not like that,” Gwallmai exclaimed as she saw his handiwork. “Like this…”

She quickly undid everything Catigern had begun and wove it back again the right way. Catigern watched carefully, and then he redid it in the way Gwallmai had demonstrated.

“Like this?” he asked.

“Yes, that’s it.” Gwallmai nodded approvingly.

For a moment, both of them seemed to have forgotten that he was a prince and the heir to the throne of Prydain.

Vortimer hadn’t, and he snorted in disgust at the sight of his brother on his hands and knees in the grass as he worked like a regular person.

“Playing at being a farmer,” he said. “It’s beneath you, brother.”

“I think a good leader should know what his people endure,” Catigern answered in a calm tone.

“Me, too,” I said with a smile.

Vortimer rolled his eyes. “Well, of course you would think that, wouldn’t you? You’re the one benefitting from your prince grubbing in the dirt next to you.”

I could tell Gwallmai was bursting to say something cutting, but I fixed her with a hard stare and gave her the tiniest shake of my head. She blew out her breath in an irritated huff and concentrated on the stick she was weaving into the rest of the fence.

“It helps a leader to know what his people are going through,” Bedwyr said. “That way, he can make the best decisions for them.”

“He can make decisions without literally getting down in the dirt with them,” Vortimer retorted. “No leader should be so familiar with his men. Otherwise, how will they respect him?”

“I guess it’s good I’m not a prince like you,” I said.

I smiled to take any hint of anger from my words, but Vortimer didn’t seem to think there was anything amiss in what I’d said. He threw his head back and let out a derisive guffaw of laughter.

“Of course,” he said, “there’s no possibility that you could ever be a prince like us.”

Gwallmai bristled, and Catigern clenched his jaw at his brother’s rudeness. I only smiled and shook my head.

Vortimer was a spoiled, entitled, privileged brat, and I’d dealt with enough of those back in Miami. I didn’t care at all what his opinion of me was. By being so openly contemptuous, he showed that he wasn’t suspicious of me. From his point of view, there was no way the destined king of all Prydain would ever be caught dead sweating in a field while he built a fence with his inferiors.

That thought tickled me so much that I actually laughed out loud.

Vortimer chuckled as if he thought I was ruefully agreeing with him. Catigern shook his head, but Bedwyr and Gwallmai grinned along with me. They must have guessed what I was thinking.

Catigern carried on working alongside us for the rest of the day. Vortimer eventually wandered off to go back to the fort, but with the four of us working together, the fence was almost finished by the end of the day. We headed back to the fort and stretched out our aching feet in front of the fire while a stew of squirrel meat and roots simmered over the flames.

Tara had spent a busy day hunting squirrels with her slingshot, and although I’d never considered squirrels as a viable food source, the stew smelled amazing. I didn’t know if it was just because I was hungry after a day of working outside, but the squirrel tasted like a slightly nutty kind of chicken, and it was one of the best things I’d ever eaten.

Even Vortimer seemed pleased with the meal, although he turned his nose up at the first mention of squirrel and only tasted it after some token sighs and grumbling. Catigern eagerly finished his portion and scraped his bowl clean. The princes’ men enjoyed their meal, and there was a light-hearted squabble over who would get to enjoy the final remains in the cooking pot.

Gwallmai came to sit by the fire. She leaned against my knee and looked up at me with a smile on her face.

“You were right,” she said softly. “About inviting them to spend the night.”

Her green eyes shone in the evening gloom, and the firelight painted a muted rosy flush on her pretty cheeks. Her full lips were slightly parted, and I could see the tiny gap between her front teeth that I always found extremely pretty.

I smiled down at her and stroked her hair. She’d pinned it up in the milkmaid-style braids she liked. A few loose curls hung down around her face, and they fluttered slightly in the evening breeze. I really wanted to kiss her, but I didn’t think that would be a great idea with everyone watching, so instead I just tucked one loose wisp of her hair behind her ear.

“I’m glad you approve,” I said in a low voice.

“I’m sorry.” She smiled up at me. “I know I’m quarrelsome sometimes. I don’t mean to be. I’ll go along with what you say in the future.”

I chuckled. “Maybe I’d believe you if you weren’t grinning at me right now. And if I didn’t know who you were.”

Gwallmai giggled and shrugged.

“Well, you know,” she said. “I’m trying to be better.”

“I don’t want you to be anything you’re not,” I reassured her.

“Come on.” She lifted one thick, dark eyebrow. “It’d be easier if I kept my mouth shut sometimes.”

“Welllll…” I grinned.

“Goddess,” Gwallmai complained, and she gave my knee a little playful slap. “You’re not meant to agree with me.”

“Then I have no idea what to say to you,” I chuckled.

Gwallmai clicked her tongue and shook her head. “No, I’m joking. I don’t want you to agree with me because I know my own faults. I’m trying to get better control over my tongue because I want to say things with meaning. I don’t want to always speak in anger and frustration. Do you know what I mean?”

“Yes, I do.” I nodded and stroked her soft cheek. “I guess it’s about finding a happy medium for you. A balance.”

“Between being who I am and being a pain in the ass?” She lifted her eyebrows.

“Yes, if you want to put it that way,” I laughed. “I don’t want you to change who you are. I love that you’re outspoken and you say what you think. But…”

“But I could also learn to hold my tongue sometimes,” Gwallmai said and sighed. “I’m working on it.”

“I know you are.” I smiled. “I was proud of you earlier, you know. When we were working on the fence and the princes came out from the fort to watch. I could tell you were burning to say something, but you didn’t.”

“It was really hard,” Gwallmai admitted, and she lowered her voice. “The things I wanted to say to that spoiled baby of a man. I can’t believe a toad like that can be in line for the throne while there are people a hundred times better than him who have to struggle to feed and protect themselves.”

“I know,” I said. “But no one would have won if you’d said anything like that to him.”

Gwallmai heaved a deep sigh. “I know.”

There was a little pause, and then she looked up at me again.

“Were you really proud of me?” she asked.

There was such a childlike earnestness in her tone that, for a moment, I felt really emotional.

I swallowed, smiled, and stroked her hair again.

“Yes,” I whispered. “I was.”

Gwallmai smiled, then turned to look back into the fire. I stroked her hair and looked up at the brilliant stars overhead in the dark sky while the gentle, low hum of friendly conversation rose and fell all around us.

We cleared out a space in one of the other repaired buildings to give the princes and their men a place to sleep. Vortimer grumbled about the lack of a proper bed, but the villagers pooled together every fur and blanket they possessed to make a decent sleeping spot for him, and Catigern gave him a fierce stare until he sighed, rolled his eyes, and said that our meager offerings would have to do.

The rest of us piled together in our regular sleeping quarters. There were fewer blankets now that the princes and the soldiers were here, but people crowded together to share body heat, and together, everyone made do.

I felt a little claustrophobic in the middle of the mass of sleepers, so I moved my blanket closer to the door. It was a more open space, but there was a draft that whistled in from underneath the door, so I didn’t sleep as soundly as I could have.

I passed the night in fits and starts, and finally, when the gray light of dawn started to filter in through the cracks in the wooden doorframe, I yawned, stretched, and decided that today would just be an early start.

I sat up in my blankets and looked around at the room full of sleepers. Only one person was awake this early, and I sat still for a moment and watched as Bedwyr gazed down at Myrthin’s sleeping form.

Then I stood up and quietly stepped between everyone until I reached her side. Bedwyr looked around as I approached, and she rested her head against my shoulder as I put my arm around her.

“I’m just worried about him.” She answered my unspoken question in a soft whisper. “Is he always going to be like this? Torn between madness and visions?”

“I don’t know, Bedwyr,” I spoke in a quiet voice. “I don’t know if anyone could answer that question.”

“It must be so hard for him,” she said. “He’s so powerful when it comes to magic. But when this madness comes down on him, he’s reduced to…”

She shook her head.

“At least he’s safe with us in the fort,” I said. “He’s contained and cared for.”

“Drugged.” She gave a little sigh. “I just wish there was something we could do for him.”

I kissed the side of Bedwyr’s forehead, and she looked around at me. Her hazel eyes were a dark brown in the dawn light, and they contrasted with the warm, dark blonde color of her hair. During her sleep, a few strands had worked their way loose from her long braid, and when I slid my hand along her jaw, her hair tickled the backs of my knuckles.

Bedwyr closed her eyes momentarily at my touch.

“I love that you care,” I whispered. “I know it’s hard to care. It’s hard to keep your heart soft and open when there are so many bad things happening in the world. But the fact that you can do it is an amazing strength. I marvel at you, Bedwyr. You leave me in awe.”

Bedwyr’s eyelashes fluttered. She gazed up at me with an intense, almost breathless look on her face.

“Elliot,” she whispered.

“I love you, Bedwyr,” I breathed.

As I said the words, the rightness of them filled my whole body, and the happiness of what they meant made my heart pound like a drum.

“I love you,” I whispered again, like it was a magic spell. “I love you.”

“Elliot.” Bedwyr’s eyes searched mine, and there was a softness in their lovely depths that made my throat tighten with emotion. “You’re the most extraordinary man I’ve ever met. You’re brave, you’re humble, you’re strong, you’re loving. You have a great heart, and I know you’ll be an incredible king. And… And I love you, too.”

My heart leaped in my chest with an intensity that dizzied me.

My face broke into an enormous smile, and I pulled Bedwyr’s face up to meet mine. She wound her arms around my neck to support herself, and our lips pressed together. My body tingled with emotions, and my heart felt like a lock that had finally found its key.

Bedwyr was that key.

I loved her.

Love boiled over in my heart, and I couldn’t stop kissing her. Our lips met and parted and met again, and I lifted Bedwyr in my arms. She wrapped her legs around my waist and ran her hands through my hair, then cupped my face between her palms so she could kiss me even more thoroughly.

“Bedwyr…” My whisper was almost a groan.

“Take me to the bathhouse,” she whispered back. “It’s empty there.”

I had to put Bedwyr down so we could navigate our way out of the dorm building, but once we were out in the cool blue light of dawn, Bedwyr seized my hand and pulled me toward the bathhouse.
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Chapter 4

It was dark inside the bathhouse, but I left the door open just a crack so the growing light of dawn was able to filter through.

Bedwyr licked her lips as I slowly walked toward her, and we gazed at each other for a long moment as though there wasn’t a furnace of lust roaring underneath our skin.

Slowly and without saying a word, Bedwyr undid the laces that kept the collar of her tunic closed. The dark red fabric rustled as she pulled it up over her head.

I swallowed hard as my eyes traveled over the glory of Bedwyr’s body. She was lean and toned, and her hip bones rose in sharp points against the waistband of her leggings. Shadows collected in the hollow of her stomach under her ribcage, in the delicate valley of her collarbones, and in the delicious canyon between her breasts. Bedwyr’s skin was tanned a healthy brown color, but in the places where the sun hadn’t caught her, her body was as pale as milk.

I cupped her shoulders, ran my hands slowly down her arms to her elbows, and then to her slender waist and narrow hips.

Goosebumps rose on Bedwyr’s skin under the caress of my hands, and she swallowed. Her nipples tightened into pink buds like something a person might see on a rosebush, and I slid my hands under her breasts and lifted them like they were gifts being offered to me.

“Elliot,” Bedwyr breathed.

I ran my thumbs over her nipples, and she shuddered in delight and tipped her head back.

“Mm,” she hummed. “Yes…”

“Take off your pants,” I whispered in her ear.

Bedwyr licked her lips. She undid the laces on her leggings and slid them down her thighs. She kicked the garment out of the way and stood in front of me with only her tiny undergarments preventing her from being totally naked.

“Now you,” Bedwyr said.

Sometimes Bedwyr was playful when we had sex, but there was a seriousness in her now that made me give in without trying to bargain.

I pulled off my shirt, and then my pants, and without waiting for Bedwyr to ask, I dragged off my boxers. It was a struggle getting them down over my massive erection, but it was worth it to see the quick, excited move of Bedwyr’s hands as my cock finally sprang free.

“Oh, yes,” she breathed.

“Now you,” I whispered.

Bedwyr looked down at herself with a smile. “It’s not often that you’re naked before I am.”

“True.” I smiled and stepped close to her.

The hard length of my cock pressed between us, and Bedwyr deliberately moved her abdomen even closer so she could feel me digging into her stomach. Her hands went to my hips, and then my ass, and then back to my front again.

I closed my eyes in a convulsive moment of sensation as her delicate fingers touched my sensitive tip.

“Bedwyr,” I groaned.

Bedwyr’s slender, callused fingers were very gentle as she stroked down my length, and I closed my eyes and swallowed hard. Bedwyr closed her fingers around me and held me gently, then moved up and down my shaft.

“Oh, god,” I groaned.

Bedwyr’s hands were skillful, and waves of delicious sensation swept through my body as she worked her grip down my length.

I looked down at her upturned face, and the expression of intense concentration in her eyes sent a tidal wave of emotion roaring through me.

It wasn’t just that Bedwyr was beautiful, and it wasn’t just that she was very good with her hands. Many women were beautiful, and there were plenty of women who’d given me pleasure in the past. But it was who Bedwyr was as a person that made my heart thump wildly in my chest. It was her bravery, her courage, her kindness, sensitivity, and loyalty.

Of course, she was gorgeous, and I loved her beauty, but it was Bedwyr’s personality that had stolen my heart. She was a fierce warrior as well as a tender lover, and knowing all of those things while looking down at her with my cock in her hands created a burst of warm emotion in my chest that was so intense I thought I might explode from it.

I wrapped my arms around Bedwyr and crushed her against my chest.

The movement surprised her, and she let out a little gasp and looked up at me with an anxious light in her eyes that changed to a soft laugh when she saw my expression.

“Oh, Elliot,” she said in a soft voice.

“What?” I asked her.

She smiled. “In the day-to-day, when you’re making decisions and building fences and working alongside your people, I get to see who you are as a king. But when we’re alone together, I get to see you as a man, and it leaves me in awe of how tender your heart is.”

My throat was tight with feeling as I chuckled softly.

“Well, don’t tell anyone,” I said. “I’ve got to keep up my image as a stern and ruthless ruler.”

“Your secret is safe with me.” Bedwyr smiled and reached up onto her tiptoes to press her lips against mine.

“I’d really like to fuck you now,” I murmured in her ear.

“I would like that,” she whispered as a shudder raced down her spine.

I lifted Bedwyr in my arms so she could wrap her legs around my waist again. The feeling of her bare pussy pressing against my stomach was such a turn-on that my fingers dug into her hips in a convulsive spasm.

I knelt down and placed Bedwyr gently on the floor. She wriggled her shoulders to get a little more comfortable on the cold tiles of the bathhouse, and when I leaned back a little bit, the dawn light from the door streamed in over her naked body and illuminated her like a spotlight on a stage. The shadows under and between her breasts, the play of light over her torso that showed every bone in her ribcage, the smooth plane of her stomach, and those tantalizing milky-white places where not even the sun had touched her.

I leaned over her and ran my hands in long, sweeping strokes down the whole length of her body. My fingers trailed from her shoulders, over the swell of her breasts and the tight peaks of her nipples, over her stomach until the pads of my fingers grazed the secret fold between her thighs.

Bedwyr let out a little sigh and opened her legs. She planted her feet on the ground and widened her knees to give me the perfect view of her body. Bedwyr’s pussy was the same rosy pink as her nipples and her lips, and she was already dripping wet with her desire for my touch. It was like a flower waiting to be plucked, and I couldn’t resist sliding the backs of my knuckles over those gorgeous pink petals.

Bedwyr let out a little cry of delight and lifted her hips like she was desperate for more.

The sight and smell of her arousal was like a drug in my system, and I shivered with anticipation.

I ran both hands up the inside of her thighs from her knees to her pussy, and then back down again. Bedwyr was waiting for me, and I could practically taste the pent-up desire thrumming in every fiber of her body.

“Elliot,” she moaned.

The simple sound of my name on her lips was like music to my ears.

I leaned over her and kissed her. Bedwyr tasted sweet, and her lips parted to take my tongue into her mouth while her nose nudged at mine. The soft sound of our mouths together was heady, and I cupped Bedwyr’s face in my hands to keep her there for a moment longer.

Then my hands moved from her face down to her hips, and Bedwyr pressed her legs open as wide as they could go. I reached between us and guided my cock to her slick entrance, and Bedwyr let out a deep, slow sigh of satisfaction as I slid inside her.

“Ohhhh…” she breathed. “Yes.”

A groan escaped my lips as Bedwyr’s pussy welcomed me in. My cock glided in thanks to the slickness of her arousal, and I pressed inside her even deeper than before. I was so deep I thought I might lose myself in her, and the thought nearly made my mind implode.

“Bedwyr,” I groaned.

Bedwyr had closed her eyes as she took me inside her, and she opened them and gazed up at me. There was so much love in her eyes that I had to kiss her again and again until we were both breathless. I began to guide our bodies in the intimate dance that was becoming the most perfect, familiar experience for us.

“Ohhh…” Bedwyr writhed under me, and she closed her eyes as I thrust in and out of her in long, slow, steady strokes. “Oh, that’s perfect. That’s so good…”

“You feel incredible,” I said in a raspy voice. “I love feeling your body all around me.”

“I love having you inside me,” she mewled. “I– Oh, yes, just there, that’s it– Ohhhh…”

Her eyelashes fluttered, and she let out a little cry of pleasure as I hit a new spot inside her. I carried on at that same angle, and Bedwyr moaned in ecstasy as I thrust in and out of her.

“I love you,” I panted as heat rushed through my body. “I love you so much, Bedwyr.”

“I love you, Elliot,” she gasped. “Oh, ohhhh! Oh, I love you!”

Her voice rose into a cry that was almost a scream on her last words. She bit her lower lip in an effort to keep quiet, and I covered her mouth with mine to muffle her noises.

Bedwyr closed her eyes tightly and lifted her hips in an ecstasy of pleasure. The inner walls of her delicious pussy rippled around my cock, and I settled into a deep, steady pace.

“Mm!” Bedwyr gasped out under my lips. “Oh!”

Her pussy walls constricted around me and held me inside her. I groaned with pleasure at the sensation of Bedwyr cumming on my cock, and I clamped an iron grip around my self-control to keep from following her into a blissful orgasm. I wanted to make sure Bedwyr came again before I finished.

“Mm!” Bedwyr moaned. “Yeessss.”

She pressed her lips to mine in a loving kiss and stared up at me with hazy eyes. She was smiling breathlessly, and she let out a little gasping laugh.

“I didn’t realize how loud I was being,” she said in a rueful tone.

“You’re not,” I told her with a smile, and I leaned over and kissed her cheek. “I’m just being extra careful.”

“I know.” She nodded, and then her smile became a little bit sly. “Although… sometimes it’s extra fun when there’s an element of danger, you know.”

“Oh, I see how it is.” I grinned. “You like the idea of someone walking in on us, do you?”

“No…” She smiled playfully. “But a little hint of suspense does make the joke… more intense. But I’ll be very quiet now.”

“I see, I see.” I leaned back from her a little bit and stroked my hand down her collarbone to her chest. “So if I do this, you’re not going to make a noise?”

My fingers slid over Bedwyr’s breasts. I loved their soft weight in my palms, and then I raked my thumbs back and forth across her nipples.

Bedwyr sucked in a breath, and I could have sworn I even felt her pussy tighten in pleasure.

“Ohhh…” she hummed.

“I thought you were going to be very quiet?” I teased her.

Bedwyr smiled and relented. “I’ll do my best, but… Goddess, Elliot, I don’t know if I can resist you.”

She said it with such simplicity, like it was such an obvious thing, that my throat tightened with emotion. I couldn’t tease her anymore when she was being so earnest and honest with me.

“Oh, my love,” I whispered. “Bedwyr. My warrior. I love you so much.”

Bedwyr wrapped her arms around me and pulled me closer to her. She turned my face to kiss my cheeks, my forehead, and my lips, and then she linked her hands at the back of my neck and lifted her hips in an invitation for me to continue.

“Cum inside me, my king,” she whispered.

“Is that okay?” I checked.

She nodded. “It’s a safe day in the month, and I want to feel your potency fill me to the brim.”

My heart was so full, I couldn’t speak, so instead I moved my body and hoped that would help communicate everything I was feeling.

I moved in and out of Bedwyr in a steady rhythm, and she moved with me. Her soft gasps and breaths urged me on, and we rocked back and forth with both our bodies responding to each other.

Bedwyr let out a half-broken gasp, and her pussy quivered in response to my cock again. She’d already cum once, but I was determined that I was going to make her climax at least once more before I was done.

“Oh, yes,” Bedwyr moaned. “Yes, yes…”

“Are you going to cum for me again?” I growled.

“Yes,” she managed to gasp out. “Oh, yes, I’m so close, that’s so good, Elliot.”

I leaned back from her a little bit so I would have enough room to reach down between our bodies. My fingers grazed Bedwyr’s stomach, and then went lower, and then the tip of my fingers found the throbbing button of Bedwyr’s clit.

“Goddess!” Bedwyr’s whole body jerked in a spasm. “Fuck!”

“Do you like that?” I panted. “Is that too much?”

“Don’t stop!” she pleaded. “Don’t stop! Ooohhhh!”

I angled my hand so I could stroke her clit with the pad of my thumb. The heat of her pussy burned against my skin, and I couldn’t hold back a groan of utter lust as the exquisite wetness of Bedwyr’s arousal coated my hand.

“Fuuuuuck,” I moaned. “God, I love feeling how wet you are.”

“Don’t stop, Elliot,” Bedwyr gasped. “That feels amazing.”

I circled my thumb over her clit, and she let out a strangled cry that she had to muffle against the curve of my neck. She gasped against me and dug her fingers into the muscles of my shoulders.

“Goddess!” Bedwyr pressed herself off the floor to grind against me, and all at once, she climaxed for the second time.

“Bedwyr,” I breathed.

“Goddess!” she moaned again. “Oh, Elliot!”

She was bleary-eyed, and her breath whistled in and out of her parted lips. She’d never looked more beautiful to me than in that moment.

“More,” she pleaded in a drunken voice as she melted onto the floor. “Keep going, Elliot.”

I leaned over her again, planted both my hands on the floor by her shoulders, and thrust into her. Bedwyr’s pussy was soft and molten with the two orgasms I’d already given her, and I thought it might take a moment for her to be ready to go again. But almost immediately, tension started to build in her body again, and she bit her lower lip in an effort to stay quiet.

I pressed inside her deeper and deeper. I was still going slowly, but as Bedwyr moaned and her pussy throbbed under my efforts, I felt myself getting closer and closer to my own climax.

“Fuck,” I gasped. “Bedwyr, you’re so– Oh, god–”

“Elliot!” Bedwyr’s hands were on my shoulders, and her fingers dug in so deeply I would have winced if I weren’t distracted right then. “Oh, goddess!”

Her hands gripped me tightly, and then she closed her eyes and arched her body underneath me.

“Ah!” she gasped. “Oh! Yeeessss!”

She bucked her hips against me, and then she came.

“Fuck!” she gasped out.

Her fingers dug into my back and sides. Her body arched in a beautiful bow under me, and her nails dug into my skin and left a fiery trail down my torso.

“Goddess,” Bedwyr moaned.

Her nails stung my skin, and that little moment of pain was one more sensation on top of the waves of pleasure I was riding.

“Fuck!” I choked out, and my orgasm hit me like a runaway horse.

My hips pumped back and forth in a spasm, my heart pounded, and my cum shot out of me into Bedwyr’s waiting pussy. I gasped and drove into her again, and more of my seed gushed out into her. Black spots burst in my field of vision, a series of low groans tumbled from my lips, and my whole body shuddered in ecstasy. Cum burst out of me in what felt like a tidal wave until I was empty.

“Elliot,” Bedwyr breathed.

I pulled out of her and fell onto my back beside her.

Bedwyr rolled over to be closer to me, and I looped my arm around her shoulders. For a moment, we laid still with our hearts pounding and our breath coming in gasps as our bodies slowly recovered.

“Oh…” Bedwyr sighed. “Oh, yes. That was incredible.”

I looked down at her, and she turned her head on my arm to meet my gaze. We smiled at each other, and then I leaned over to kiss her lips gently.

“I’d love to lie here longer,” I murmured. “I love just feeling your body against mine. Your skin is so warm, and holding you makes me feel…”

Safe.

Warm.

Contented.

“Like I’m coming home,” I finished.

“You feel like home to me, too,” Bedwyr whispered. “You feel like a roaring fire and a full belly and a sky full of stars.”

I swallowed hard. “I love you so much, Bedwyr.”

“I love you, too.” Bedwyr pressed closer to me, and our mouths found each other again.

We kissed softly for a while, and then as the sunlight started to creep even further in through the cracked-open door, we both sighed, sat up, and reached for our clothes.

I didn’t want our moment to end. I wanted to stretch this time out for as long as possible, but we couldn’t stay like this forever. As soon as the moment ended, I went back to being Elliot the destined king with a thousand responsibilities and a to-do list a mile long. Right now, I wanted to stay for just a little bit longer as Elliot, the regular man, who wanted to spend the rest of his life with the women he loved.

“What about a quick dip in the sea?” I suggested. “To clean ourselves up.”

“Yes,” Bedwyr said immediately.

She spoke so quickly I wondered if she’d been sharing the same thoughts as me.

We quickly pulled on our clothes, then ducked out of the bathhouse and hurried to the fort gates. The sentry saw us, but I placed my finger to my lips and waved to him to let him know there was no danger.

He gave me a knowledgeable nod and a grin, and Bedwyr and I ran out of the fort to the top of the cliff. The grass was wet with dew, and the steep cliff path was damp underfoot, but we hurried down to the beach, tore off our clothes, and ran into the sea.

The cold water hit me like a physical slap, and I let out a shout of shock.

“Oh, shit!” I yelled, and then I laughed as Bedwyr spun around and grabbed my hand.

“You’ve got to go all in!” she cried. “You can’t stay in the shallows!”

She pulled me further in, and we ran into the waves together. The cold water swirled around my knees and then my hips, and then it rushed up under my armpits, and I gasped as the water covered my shoulders.

“Oh, fuck!” I hissed. “That’s so fucking cold!”

Bedwyr’s hair was darkened by the water, and her cheeks were flushed from our lovemaking, the run, and the cold. Her eyes sparkled, and she grinned at me as she bobbed up and down in the waves.

“Swim!” she said. “You’ll warm up once you start moving around!”

She set off at a steady doggy paddle, and I took a deep breath and followed her. At first, it was hard to stretch out my body in the water because my instinct was to curl up into a ball and wrap my arms around myself, but Bedwyr was right, and after a few minutes of steady swimming, a delicious kind of warmth spread through my body.

I knew my limbs were technically still cold, and the temperature of the water hadn’t changed, but my body was recalibrating to keep my vital organs warm, and it became easier to move and breathe.

“See!” Bedwyr laughed. “You’re doing it!”

“You were right!” I called breathlessly.

“I know!” She threw me a cheeky smile over one bare shoulder, then lifted her eyebrows in excitement. “Look at that wave!”

The wave was rippling through the water toward us. It was round and humped like the back of some great sea monster, and it grew taller and bigger and broader as it got closer to us.

“Here it comes!” I shouted, and I grabbed Bedwyr’s hand.

The wave swept up to us and lifted us off the sea floor. We let it take us, and the wave caught our bodies in its grip and swooped us back toward the beach.

I let out a whoop of exhilaration as the wave lifted and dropped us, and then I laughed as it rolled back toward the beach and I found my footing again.

“Woo!” I shouted.

“Woo!” Bedwyr echoed.

We both laughed in pure delight.

Bedwyr’s eyes turned toward the horizon, and the smile abruptly dropped from her face.

“What’s that?” she asked in a voice that was deadly serious.

I turned to look, and my heart gave a leap of horror as I saw what Bedwyr had already spotted.

There was a small shape on the horizon heading directly toward us.

It was a ship.
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Chapter 5

Bedwyr and I ran out of the waves, forced our wet bodies back into our dry clothes, and tore up the cliff back to the fort.

One of the sentries had seen us approach, and when he came down to open the gate for us, I immediately grabbed his arm.

“There’s a ship!” I gasped out.

At that moment, a cry went up from another sentry on the wall.

“A ship!” she cried. “There’s a ship on the horizon!”

Instantly, the fort sprang into action. The villagers burst out of the sleeping quarters and came running to the gate. Catigern came running up with his brother close behind, and their men were buckling their armor as they ran.

“What is it?” Catigern demanded.

“A ship,” I replied in a terse voice.

I ran to the nearest ladder that led up to the watch platform and hurried along to reach the back part of the fort that looked out over the sea. From there, I could see the shape of the ship as it got closer and closer. It was coming in faster than I’d expected, but the sea wasn’t calm enough for me to make out any details.

“Is it the Saecs?” Catigern was suddenly there by my side.

Bedwyr was right behind him.

“I can’t tell,” I said. “It’s too far away.”

“Here.” Catigern handed me a small metal tube. “Look through this.”

I took it and realized it was a spyglass. There were two lenses, one at the front and one at the back, and it seemed to be filled with water. I didn’t understand the science of it, but I didn’t give a damn about that if the thing worked.

I raised it to my eye and pulled it away just as fast when the ocean was suddenly the sky. It took me a single heartbeat to remember the microscopes I’d used in high school had done the same thing. It had to be some effect of the lenses.

I raised it to my eye again and stared through it at the distant shape on the horizon.

It took me a few seconds for my eyes to adjust to the unfamiliar tool, but after moving it closer and then further away from my eye a couple of times, I was able to get a better view of the ship.

I didn’t know much about boats, but this one was pointed at the front, and the back of it curved over the deck like the tail of a scorpion. Its sail was striped in red and white, and there were two large eyes painted on the front of the boat on either side of the pointed bow.

“I don’t think it’s a Saec ship,” I said. “It doesn’t look like the ones we’ve seen before.”

“May I see?” Catigern asked.

“Of course.” I handed him the spyglass and watched as he put it to his eye.

Catigern stared through the lenses for a moment. Then the tension in his shoulders relaxed, and he let out a sigh of relief.

“It’s a Phenixite ship,” he said. “Not the Saecs.”

“Oh, thank the goddess,” Bedwyr breathed.

Relief flooded through me, and I let out a sigh that mirrored Catigern’s.

But on the heels of my relief came a stab of wariness.

We still didn’t know what Myrthin had seen in his vision or what he had meant when he told us that someone was coming. Had he meant Catigern and Vortimer were coming to the fort? Or did he mean something else? Someone else? Someone who might have stowed away on a Phenixite trading ship to come to Prydain?

I didn’t know, but I was determined not to let my guard down.

It might not have been the Saecs, but that didn’t mean the people on that ship were our friends.

There was a clatter of feet on the platform behind us, and we turned around to see Gwallmai hurrying toward us. Her hair was disheveled and coming out of its braids, and her tunic was only half-laced, like she’d just stumbled out of bed.

“What is it?” she demanded. “What’s happening?”

“We saw a ship,” I replied. “We–”

“The Saecs!” Gwallmai hissed.

“No,” I replied calmly. “Catigern says it’s a Phenixite ship.”

“Wait, really?” Gwallmai’s eyebrows shot up, and she fixed Catigern with a suspicious stare.

“See for yourself.” The prince handed her the spyglass.

Gwallmai took it with a suspicious look and waved Catigern away when he tried to show her how to use it.

“I’ve got it,” she informed him in a lofty tone. “This is a Phenixite invention, you know, it’s not something the Lasgochs came up with.”

“Apologies.” Catigern nodded. “You’re right.”

“So have you used one before?” Bedwyr asked Gwallmai with a sly smirk.

“No,” Gwallmai admitted. “But, you know, it’s in my blood, I’ll figure it out.”

She lifted it to her eye and squinted through it. She wrinkled her nose, and her forehead creased as she tried to translate what she was seeing through the lenses. Finally, she lowered the device.

“Yes,” she said in a firm voice. “That’s a Phenixite ship, alright.”

Catigern and I exchanged amused glances that we quickly hid when Gwallmai turned to hand the prince his device back.

“Thank you,” he said.

“This is so exciting!” Gwallmai flashed me a huge grin. “I bet you there are going to be merchants and traders on board.”

“We might be able to trade for some things,” Bedwyr said in an excited tone. “I know we don’t have much, but they’ll probably be grateful for our hospitality. A little food and drink, and maybe some of the fresh greens and vegetables the children have found.”

“I imagine that would be very well-received after a long sea voyage,” Catigern agreed.

“Amazing.” I grinned. “I guess we’d better start getting things ready.”

“And we will let you get on with that,” Catigern said with a nod. “I believe my brother will welcome the return to Durovernum, and I’m sure your people will appreciate the removal of armed men from their home.”

“Yes, I’m sure they will,” I said. “But thank you for keeping your word, sire. I don’t believe anyone was unduly upset by you being here.”

“Of course,” Catigern replied. “Thank you for your cooperation, Elliot, and for the hospitality you and your people offered us.”

He looked around the fort and at the people gathered on the ground below. There was a strangely wistful look in his eyes, and I wanted to say something to him, but I didn’t know what the right words would be.

Catigern glanced around and met my eyes, and for a moment, I thought he was going to say something instead.

But then there was a clattering behind us, and Vortimer’s irritated voice rang out.

“Well?” he demanded. “Is it the Saecs?”

We turned around to see Vortimer leaning forward at the top of the ladder to get our attention without actually having to set foot on the platform.

“No,” Catigern replied. “It’s a Phenixite vessel.”

“Oh, good,” Vortimer said. “Then we can leave.”

Gwallmai rolled her eyes, but she said nothing, and I gave her a quick smile to show her I’d noticed her restraint.

“Yes,” Catigern said. “Tell the men to get ready to go. We’ll leave here directly.”

“Finally,” Vortimer muttered.

He slid back down the ladder, and Catigern nodded to me, Gwallmai, and Bedwyr before he went after his brother.

“He’s not a bad one,” Bedwyr said in a low voice. “I don’t understand how Vortigern managed to have a son like him.”

“I guess somehow he managed to turn out alright.” I shrugged.

“He’s still the heir to the throne,” Gwallmai said. “He’s not our friend. He’s our enemy.”

“I know,” I said with a nod. “But I wish he wasn’t.”

We went down the ladder back to the ground and reassured everyone that the ship approaching the shore probably wasn’t a threat. Everyone was very excited about the idea of merchants coming to trade, and there was a flurry of activity as people began gathering whatever they had to trade with the people on the ship.

Meanwhile, the princes gathered up their men, harnessed their horses, and prepared to be on their way.

We opened the gates for them and waved goodbye. Catigern turned around in his saddle and waved back to us before he turned back to face the road and urged his horse onward.

The sunlight glinted on their metal armor and shining helmets, and I stood at the gate and watched them until they were out of sight.

“Nice armor,” Liathan commented. “Nice horses, too.”

“I’m guessing the horses were alright in the building they spent the night in?” I asked.

“Yes.” He nodded. “It was the one with the sandy floor, so Beric thought it might have been used as an indoor riding ring or something like that. Plenty of shit everywhere for us to clean up, but that’ll come in handy once we start planting things.”

“Great idea,” I said with a grin.

Liathan nodded after the departing soldiers. “You like their armor?”

“Yeah, I guess so.” I looked at him curiously. “I hadn’t really thought about it.”

“Well, I was thinking about it,” he said. “How, you know, being the king and all, it would be good for you to have some. Some armor, I mean.”

“And you’d make it for me?” A slow smile spread across my face.

“Well, maybe.” He shrugged in a self-conscious way. “It was just a thought.”

“I like that thought,” I assured him. “The road to the throne isn’t going to get any less dangerous, and it’ll be a good thing to have protection along the way.”

“That’s what I thought.” Liathan scratched the back of his neck. “Well, I’ll let you know about it. When I find materials and whatnot.”

“Prioritize work on the fort first,” I told him. “There’s no point in me wearing a helmet if the rest of us aren’t safe and cared for.”

“Of course, sire.” Liathan grinned at me and pounded me on the shoulder in a way that was more like a football bro greeting a teammate than a subject speaking to his king.

I grinned back at him.

Vortimer’s words about respect and how a king needed to be apart from his subjects flashed through my mind, and I shook my head at the idea. That might be the way he chose to operate, but I couldn’t ever see myself being that way.

These were my people, and they weren’t lesser than me. I couldn’t shoe a horse or make armor or nails like Liathan could. I couldn’t brew herbs and make tinctures like Columba could. It didn’t undermine the skills I had to acknowledge that other people’s skills were also valuable and worthy.

I suspected Catigern would be able to make that distinction, but Vortimer and Vortigern wouldn’t.

I shook my head again to rid myself of thoughts of that family, and I went back into the fort to see how the preparations to greet the traders were coming along.

By the time the ship reached the beach, I was very pleased with the number of things we had ready. There were skins of cold water hauled from the well, bundles of dried herbs, fresh eggs from the chickens, foraged greens, several rabbit pelts, and two cleaned and gutted squirrels.

Some of the children had branched out into attempting to fish, and although their efforts had returned mixed results so far, there were a few fish to add to the pile, along with a crab and some mussels.

The villagers had ransacked their belongings for anything else they were willing to trade, and there were some decent-sized pieces of cloth, handmade trinkets, jewelry, toys, and tools they’d made and brought with them from their homes.

It wasn’t a lot, but altogether it made a respectable pile, and I hoped the traders on the ship would agree with me.

“They’re beaching now!” the sentry called from the wall. “They’re on the shore! They’ve got cargo, no weapons I can see!”

“Shall we go and greet them?” I asked with a grin.

I was met with a sea of excitedly nodding heads and wide smiles.

I led the way out of the fort and around to the top of the cliff path that led down to the sand. From there, I could see the passengers on the ship disembarking, and the bales, barrels, and crates that were stowed away in the ship itself.

Cai, Faolan, and Belen started forward eagerly, but I threw out my arm to stop the boys’ headlong rush down the path.

“Give them a bit of space first,” I warned them. “We can greet them up here.”

The boys let out sighs of frustration, but they did as I said.

I didn’t want to bring down the mood, and excitement was humming through the villagers in a way I hadn’t ever seen before. The arrival of a merchant ship was an exciting thing for them, and I welcomed the distraction. These people had been through a lot, and with the recent intrusion from the princes and their armed soldiers, this was the perfect way for them to relax and let off some steam. Of course, that was assuming these people really were the Phenixite traders they appeared to be.

I was hoping they were, and all the signs pointed to them being safe. Catigern knew what a Phenixite ship looked like, and Gwallmai was Phenixite herself, and neither of them had raised any alarm bells about the ship when they saw it.

I glanced sideways at Gwallmai to see if she had developed any doubts about the ship below us, but she was just watching eagerly as everyone disembarked on the beach.

She must have felt my gaze on her, and she looked around at me with a smile.

“Does it all look… normal?” I asked her.

“Yes!” She nodded eagerly. “Those eyes on the ship front, they’re painted there so the spirit of the boat will be able to see its way through the water. A blind ship can’t sail, so the eyes are a really important part of the shipbuilding process.”

“And the people.” I nodded down at the passengers who were gathered on the sand. “Are they all Phenixite?”

“They look like it to me,” she replied. “That man in the front there with the curly black beard, he’s probably the captain because he’s wearing a red sash.”

“Alright,” I said.

The man in question with the red sash looked up at us gathered on the top of the cliff. The gold earrings he wore flashed in the sunlight as he raised his hand to us in a wave of greeting.

“Well met!” he shouted up to us. “Are you folks looking to trade?”

“Yes!” I shouted back to him. “Come up here, and we’ll make you very welcome.”

The man grinned, waved again, and spoke to some of the people around him as they unloaded cargo from the ship. The captain headed toward the cliff path with a confidence that made me think he’d been here before, and he quickly climbed up to reach us.

“Greetings to you,” he said, and he stuck out his hand for me to shake. “I am Phanes of Phenixia.”

He was a short, burly man with a big barrel chest and a short, curly black beard that gleamed with oil. His hair was black and curly as well, but cut close to his scalp, and his skin was a dark, sunburned olive-brown. His eyes were green, like Gwallmai’s were, and they were startlingly pale against his dark features.

“Greetings,” I replied, and I shook his hand firmly. “I’m Elliot of Camelot.”

“Camelot?” He lifted his bushy black eyebrows and looked up at the fort with a grin. “This old place is looking better than it was the last time I was here. Your doing, then?”

“Mine and my people,” I replied.

Phanes looked around at the people on either side of me. His eyes landed on Gwallmai, and his eyebrows shot up toward his hairline.

“Ah!” he exclaimed, and then he said something in a foreign language that I assumed was Phenixite.

Gwallmai’s face lit up, and she replied in the same language.

They spoke back and forth for a few moments, and then Phanes addressed me.

“Your woman has explained you have fresh food to trade with us?” he said.

I wasn’t sure how to react to Gwallmai being described as “my woman,” but Gwallmai herself was still smiling, so I decided not to mention it. It wasn’t technically inaccurate, after all.

“Yes,” I replied. “We want to trade with you for tools and seeds, if you have them.”

“We have tools and seeds,” Phanes replied with a broad smile. “And you have caught us at the perfect time. We’re weary from being on the water, and I know many of us would pay handsomely for food that isn’t salted beef.”

“Then you’re in luck,” I said with an answering smile. “We have fresh greens, along with fish, eggs, some fresh meat, and cool water from our well.”

“Ah!” Phanes grabbed at his heart with a theatrical roll of his eyes. “You offer me riches beyond compare! Water fresh from a well and not stale from a barrel? Tell me this is true and not a trick of Melqart!”

“It’s very true,” I chuckled.

I recognized Melqart as the name of one of the Phenixite gods. He was the god of the sunrise and the sunset, and he was known for his changing nature and trickster ways.

“Then, Elliot of Camelot,” Phanes said, “I think we will do a lot of business together.”

In a short amount of time, Phanes and his people had unloaded the ship of its cargo and brought everything up the narrow cliff path and into the fort. The passengers’ eyes almost popped out of their heads when they saw the fresh wild greens and buckets of water we had ready for them, and haggling, trading, and bargaining began almost at once.

As well as traders, there were performers in the group. They were dressed in brightly-colored tunics and leggings, and some of them were acrobats while others were jugglers. They said they were on their way to perform at a big market that was taking place in Durovernum, and their currency was their skills rather than any items they had to trade.

“A dance for a drink of fresh water?” one of them asked Rodda in a wheedling tone.

“Dances never put food on the table,” Rodda responded in a tart tone.

The dancer pulled such a dramatically woeful face that she rolled her eyes and relented. He greedily drank the water she hauled for him, and for the rest of that day, he could be found at Rodda’s elbow alternating between getting in her way with his comical gyrations and helping her out with her daily tasks.

I watched the business happen with a happy glow of warmth around my heart. It was good to see my people smiling and chattering with each other, and I’d never heard the fort so full of laughter before.

To my surprise, the ship had been carrying chicks and ducklings. The poultry merchant had taken the eggs on board so they could hatch during the voyage, and he very proudly showed us the special incubating box that apparently was a Phenixite invention designed specially for traders like him.

The chicks had hatched the day before, and we bought the whole flock. The hens would be ideal for eggs, and the even roosters would be helpful to populate our flock as well as for their meat through the winter.

“Now this…” Phanes said with his bright eyes gleaming in interest. “This is very intriguing.”

“What?” I asked him.

“This.” He reached out and tugged at the zipper on my leather jacket. “What is this?”

I grinned. “It’s a zipper. It fastens my jacket together. See?”

I demonstrated it for him, and Phanes’ green eyes widened.

“Fascinating,” he breathed. “I’ve never seen the like before. What did you call it?”

“A zipper,” I said. “And if you think that’s wild, check out the snaps.”

I showed him how the breast pockets closed with snap fasteners, and the merchant’s eyes somehow grew even bigger.

“Incredible!” He shook his head. “What kind of science is this?”

“Calvin Klein,” I said with a chuckle.

“And this garment?” He pointed to my jeans. “What are they made of?”

“Denim,” I replied. “They have a zipper as well, and a button.”

“A button!” Phanes nodded. “I have heard of buttons before. But they’re not commonly used in Prydanan fashions, are they?”

“No,” I said.

Phanes looked at me closely for a long moment, and then a slow smile spread across his face.

“Elliot of Camelot,” he said, “will you trade me your outlandish garb?”

I looked down at myself thoughtfully. It was true, I’d been thinking how I really needed to invest in some proper Prydanan clothes. My jeans and jacket immediately made me stand out in a crowd full of people wearing the middle-aged version of leggings and tunics, and I couldn’t really afford to draw attention to myself. But these were the last few remnants of my life back on Earth. I still had my knife and my gun from my bodyguard days, but the gun was safely hidden away with its last few rounds in case of emergencies.

With my clothes gone, I really would look like a Prydain man.

I allowed myself to feel the melancholy of that for a moment, and then I silently bid the last parts of my old life goodbye, raised my head, and nodded to Phanes.

“Let’s do it,” I said.

Phanes led me over to where he had a pile of clothing laid out on a sheet.

“Now,” he said, “I can offer you the finest linen tunics, sewn all from one piece of cloth! And what about a cloak? I have one with this beautiful purple edging around the hem, fit for a king!”

I shook my head. I wanted to avoid attention, not broadcast the fact that I was planning on taking the throne.

“Something simple,” I said. “I want something plain that will endure hard labor, and you can make up the rest in coins.”

“Are you sure I can’t tempt you with something finer?” Phanes lifted out a cream-colored tunic from the pile of clothing and held it up in front of me. “Feel the closeness of that weave!”

It was a good-looking piece of clothing, I had to admit. It was made of unblemished linen, and it was soft and light to the touch with neatly hand-sewn seams and a subtle pattern of dark red embroidery around the hem and the ends of the sleeves.

I shook my head.

“Simple,” I said in a firm voice. “I don’t need anything fancy. It’ll just get dirty anyway when I’m mending fences and building walls.”

Phanes sighed deeply and shook his head, but went back to looking through his pile of clothing.

Prydanan people of both genders tended to wear baggy tunics over closer fitted leggings. Both types of garments fastened with laces, and people would often wear a thick belt around their waists both to help keep their clothing in place, and so they could hang pouches and knives and things like that from them for easy access.

In winter, people wore cloaks that were fastened at the throat with the big, round brooches that were typical examples of Prydanan craftsmanship. Boots were simple leather things that could be pulled on and off, and sometimes people would bind woven wool straps around their legs from ankle to knee to make their leggings fit more snugly. It was a handy trick in bad weather, and it helped with extra insulation in the cold by keeping their leggings inside the tops of their boots.

Phanes straightened up with a simple brown tunic in his hands. It was made of plain brown linen without any embroidery, and although the weave wasn’t as subtle as the previous tunic, the material was just as comfortable. It was well-made and would do the job. It looked like the kind of thing I would see any one of the other villagers wearing, so I knew it was the right choice.

“Yes,” I said with a nod. “That’s exactly what I’m looking for.”

“But a man such as yourself should dress with more elegance!” Phanes protested. “Your shoulders! Your calves!”

“You can’t see my calves,” I pointed out in amusement.

“Phanes sees all,” the merchant captain proclaimed in a lofty tone. “I can look at a man and instantly know the state of his calves.”

“A handy talent to have,” I chuckled.

Phanes took out another tunic from the pile. The material was the same as the brown one, but it was dark green.

“This one,” he urged. “It will bring out your eyes!”

“My eyes are brown,” I said.

“But with such depth!” Phanes exclaimed. “Green will accentuate your darkness, Elliot of Camelot. Show me, show me, hold it up to your face!”

It felt a little silly, but I held up the tunic to my face, and Phanes clapped his hands in delight.

“Am I not a genius?” he declared to the world at large.

“I suppose I could do with two tunics,” I said. “One to wear, one for the wash.”

“Exactly– ah!” Phanes beckoned to someone behind me, and I turned around to see Bedwyr and Gwallmai. “Let your ladies decide!”

“Ooh, are you buying clothes?” Gwallmai exclaimed.

“Oh, that green.” Bedwyr nodded. “That’s a good choice.”

Phanes gave a smug nod. “All of this I have said to him.”

“I just want something simple,” I protested.

“This is simple,” Bedwyr assured me. “No one will look twice at you.”

“In that green tunic, they might.” Gwallmai smirked.

“Perhaps.” Bedwyr grinned. “But not in a bad way. I think the payoff is worth the risk.”

“Okay, okay.” I gave in. “I’ll take the brown tunic and the green one.”

“Ooh, what about these?” Gwallmai asked.

She’d been sorting through Phanes’ pile of clothing, and she pulled out a pair of dark brown leggings. Even without touching them, I could tell they were made of fine material. Gwallmai held them out to me, and I lifted my eyebrows in wonder at how soft the material was.

I shook my head regretfully and gave them back.

“I need something durable,” I said. “I’m looking for function, not fashion.”

“Ah,” Phanes sighed. “Such a shame, such a shame. Oh, if I had free rein, I could dress you like a king.”

“Well, I don’t want to dress like a king,” I said. “I’m just a guy. So I need clothes that fit someone who’s just a guy.”

Phanes clucked his tongue. “No matter. With those broad shoulders and that noble posture, you will look like a king in these clothes, no matter which ones you pick.”

In the end, I settled on the brown tunic, the green tunic, a pair of brown wool leggings, and another lighter pair of leggings made of linen that Phanes assured me would be as durable as my jeans.

I doubted that, but I was happy enough with the bargain to hand over my clothes.

When Phanes saw my Doc Marten boots, he was more than happy to trade a pair of simple leather Prydanan boots for them, and he threw in a leather belt as well. The belt was tooled with a design of curved lines and simple flowers, but plenty of the villagers had designs on their belts, so I figured it was something I could get away with.

Phanes handed over the clothes in a neatly folded bundle. I took them, and then saw a fold of rich red fabric peeking out from underneath the tunics.

I parted the material, and Phanes had slipped another tunic into the pile. It was dark red, very soft, and had embroidery at the cuffs, hem, and neckline done in dark golden thread.

It was very nice but far too grand for a simple laborer.

I started to pull it out from the pile, but Phanes held up his hand to stop me.

“It’s yours,” he said.

“Phanes.” I shook my head. “I don’t need it.”

“Call it a gift,” he replied. “Or indulging the fancy of an old craftsman who can’t bear to see good material go to waste.”

“But you could sell this,” I said.

Phanes shook his head and looked at me with a fond smile like I was a three-year-old with mud on his face.

Bedwyr smiled. “I think you’re the good material he’s talking about, Elliot.”

“Ah!” Phanes chuckled. “That’s a wise woman you have there, Elliot of Camelot. Please, humor an old man.”

“If you’re sure,” I said.

“I’m sure.” He nodded.

“Thank you,” I said. “Thank you very much.”

“It’s my pleasure,” he replied.

He reached into the purse hanging from his belt, pulled out two gold coins, and held them out to me.

“Payment,” he said.

I started to reach out to accept the coins, but Gwallmai reached out and pulled my hand down.

I looked at her quickly, but she rounded on Phanes, put her hands on her hips, glared at the man, and started shouting at him in outraged Phenixite.
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Chapter 6

Phanes threw his hands up in the air in a wild gesture and responded in an offended voice.

Gwallmai shook her head fiercely, pointed to me, and then to the clothes, and then stabbed her finger at Phanes’ face like she was about to stab him.

I looked quickly between them as I tried to figure out what the hell was going on.

Bedwyr put her hand on my arm.

“It’s alright,” she whispered. “They’re just haggling over the price.”

Relief flooded through me, and I let out a deep sigh.

“Thank god for that,” I murmured. “I thought things were going to get ugly.”

“No.” Bedwyr chuckled. “It’s just how the Phenixites do things. Gwallmai will get you a good price.”

“So long as she and Phanes don’t kill each other first,” I said.

Gwallmai let out a string of Phenixite words that sounded like she was speaking to her worst enemy. Phanes covered his mouth with his hand in a shocked gesture.

I watched with wary eyes because it seemed like they were genuinely furious with each other and might even come to blows over it. Finally, Phanes threw up his hands in defeat, shook his head, and handed over two more gold coins.

Phanes let out a deep, theatrical sigh. “When my mother is on her deathbed and crying out for a crumb of stale bread to slake her hunger, and I have to tell her we have no food in the house because we are so poor, I will think of you, Gwallmai of Camelot.”

Gwallmai had her retort ready to go. “When the little children of the fort go hungry this winter with no cloaks to stave off the cold because we could not afford to buy them, I will think of you, Phanes of Phenixia.”

Phanes turned back to his wares and began rearranging the clothing with a shake of his head.

Gwallmai bounced up to me and Bedwyr with the extra gold coins in her hand and a massive smile on her face.

“Is he okay?” I asked her in a low voice. “That looked like it got ugly.”

Gwallmai looked surprised, but then she laughed.

“No, don’t worry about it,” she told me. “That’s just how we haggle in Phenixia.”

“Really? Phew.” I exhaled in relief. “I thought it was going really badly.”

“Oh, no, it’s fine,” she reassured me. “It’s how we do things.”

“Well, you can be in charge of haggling from now on,” I said with a laugh. “I don’t think I have the knack for that level of bargaining.”

“Actually, that reminds me,” Bedwyr said. “I was talking to some of the dancers, and they said they’re here because there’s a big market happening in Durovernum tomorrow. They’re going there to perform, and they’ve come here specifically for this market because it’s so big. There are going to be hundreds of people there.”

“What are you saying?” Gwallmai asked. “Do you think we should go with them?”

“There’ll be so many traders there,” Bedwyr replied. “The wares these merchants have will only be a part of what’s on offer at the market.”

“We could get more livestock,” I said with a slow nod of my head. “I was thinking about getting some piglets to fatten up for the winter, and I was talking to Beric the other day about getting some goats.”

“There’ll definitely be livestock there,” Bedwyr said. “The merchants might even like the idea of us accompanying them on the road.”

“We’d be like an armed escort,” I agreed. “That might be enough to get them to share some of their supplies with us. We’ve got plenty of fresh stuff here in the fort, but they must have more preserved food for traveling. Perhaps they would share that with us in exchange for guarding them.”

“Speak to Phanes.” Gwallmai nodded back toward the merchant captain. “He’s the leader of them all. They came here on his ship.”

“He’s not going to bite my head off if I get too close, is he?” I asked in amusement.

“No.” Gwallmai grinned. “I promise he won’t.”

I stepped up to Phanes, and the merchant looked around at me with a deep sigh.

“Ah, Elliot of Camelot,” he said. “Have you come to rob me again?”

“Hey, now,” I chuckled. “I seem to remember you were very glad to be here a little while ago when we were giving you water from our well and fresh greens we’d foraged. Besides, I think you’ll like what I’ve got to say.”

Phanes’ green eyes became shrewd.

“Continue,” he said with a wave of his hand.

“You’re going to a market, right?” I said. “A big one in Durovernum?”

“That is correct.” He nodded. “After we have finished our rest and trade here, we are bound for the Lasgoch road.”

“How would you feel about us coming with you?” I asked. “If there’s a big market happening in the city, it feels like a good opportunity to go there and see what we can purchase.”

“With the money you swindled out from under my nose.” Phanes grabbed his heart and moaned. “I am too soft for my own good, my mother always told me so.”

“Yeah, with that money,” I said with a grin. “And I figure, if we’re both going to the market in the city, perhaps we can help each other out. We can provide you with an armed escort to make sure you reach there in one piece and with your wares safe and undamaged. In return, you let us share your campfire and food.”

“I see, I see.” Phanes rubbed a hand over his oiled beard, and the scent of lilac rose up from under his fingers. “Perhaps we can help each other out, Elliot of Camelot. I like this idea a lot.”

“Great,” I said. “So is that a yes?”

“Yes.” Phanes gave a decisive nod. “You will protect us, and we will feed you.”

“Awesome!” I grinned. “I’m going to ask my people and see who’s going to go with us, and then we can leave whenever you’re ready.”

Phanes nodded again, and I went back to Gwallmai and Bedwyr.

“He said yes,” I said. “Now we just need to figure out who’s going to go with us.”

“Is it okay for both of us to go?” Gwallmai glanced at Bedwyr. “Perhaps one of us should stay here so the fort is defended.”

“That’s a good idea,” I agreed, and I felt a little shimmer of pride at such a responsible thought coming from Gwallmai.

“I’m happy to stay here,” Bedwyr said. “You should take Gwallmai since she’s better at haggling than I am.”

“And you’re better at guarding than I am,” Gwallmai said with a smile. “So that works out nicely for us both.”

“Okay,” I said. “I’ll ask Beric what he thinks about coming with us, since he seems to know about livestock. Liathan might want to come as well and see if there are any metalworking tools or materials he might need. Guern, too, for any carpentry supplies.”

“I’ll start putting your travel packs together,” Bedwyr said.

“I’ll help you,” Gwallmai offered. “Do you want to take Excalibur with you, Elliot?”

I shook my head and patted the hilt of the Lasgoch sword that always hung at my belt.

“For now, I think I’ll stick to this one,” I replied. “If there are enough rumors about the destined king returning that Vortigern will send his sons to investigate, then I think I should try to be as inconspicuous as possible.”

“Will anyone in Durovernum recognize Excalibur?” Gwallmai asked. “Or know what it means?”

“Maybe, maybe not,” I said. “But until I know more, I don’t want to take the chance.”

“We haven’t been to the city in a little while,” Bedwyr agreed. “We don’t know what the atmosphere is like there, or how dangerous it might be. The rumors might be even more present there if Vortigern is aware of them.”

“I get your point.” Gwallmai nodded in agreement.

They went off to sort out our traveling supplies, and I went to talk to the villagers. Phanes had already started to organize his troupe of traders and performers, and in a short amount of time, they’d packed up everything, refilled their waterskins, and were ready to go.

Beric, Liathan, and Guern were more than pleased at the idea of going to the market, and when they saw Phanes’ gold coins, they were even more excited, and they assured me that the coins would be enough to cover everything they needed. Guern spent some time instructing his assistant, Prast, on what jobs he should work on in his master’s absence, but as soon as that was done, we were ready to go.

I took my new clothes from Phanes and went into the empty bathhouse to change. It was a strange feeling to literally shed the last pieces of my old life and put on the new clothes. I’d thought I was one hundred percent committed to my new life here as the destined king, but there was a strange ache in my heart as I pulled my new brown tunic over my head and buckled my new belt around my waist.

It wasn’t exactly a feeling of loss, but it still felt like something very serious was happening. Despite the fact that I had literally no way to go back to where I’d come from, it felt like the point of no return.

Then I grinned wryly to myself as my perspective shifted.

In coronation ceremonies, rising monarchs usually wore robes and fancy clothes. In a way, that’s what I was doing, but instead of an ermine cloak and a crown, my robes of office were a linen tunic, a leather belt, and brown linen pants.

I looked down at my chest and wished there was a mirror around here so I could get a good look at myself. But then I shook my head.

It didn’t really matter what I looked like. The point was that I was here, in the clothes of a king, and I was ready to do my duty.

I took one last look at my jeans, shirt, jacket, and boots, and then I folded the clothes up into a neat pile on top of the boots and went out of the bathhouse with the last parts of my old life held in my arms.

I handed them over to Phanes, and he stowed them away in the pack on his back.

“Excellent, excellent,” he said, and then he threw a longing glance up and down my new outfit. “Ah. What could have been.”

“You’re just trying to make a sale,” I said with a grin.

“We will never know,” he sighed.

Gwallmai and Bedwyr were waiting for me by the gate, and their eyes widened when they saw me.

“Oh, my…” Bedwyr said.

“What do you think?” I held out my arms and turned around so they could get the full picture.

“Very nice,” Gwallmai said with a grin of approval.

“It’s so strange to see you in Prydanan garb,” Bedwyr said with a slightly wistful note in her voice. “Before, in your foreign clothes, you looked…”

“Ah, damn, are you disappointed now that I’m normal?” I grinned.

“No!” Bedwyr exclaimed. “No, not at all, Elliot, that’s not what I meant. I think I mean…”

She was silent for a moment as she thought about it, and then she gave a rueful laugh and shook her head.

“What?” I asked.

“When you arrived in your strange clothes,” she replied, “it was easy to think you were going to sweep in and change everything all at once. But now I see you in the clothes of an everyday Prydanan man, and I have to face the reality that it’s not going to be as easy as that. It’s a long journey we have ahead of us. It was a foolish, naive hope of mine before, I know…”

“I know what you mean.” I looked down at myself again. “Putting on these clothes made me realize that becoming king is a lifelong thing. It’s not about sweeping in like a strange otherworldly hero. It’s about putting the effort in every single day and working alongside my people as one of them because I am one of them.”

“Yes.” Bedwyr nodded her head. “That’s exactly it.”

We looked at each other and gave wry smiles.

“Sometimes I forget what a long journey it will be,” I admitted. “It’s easier to hope for a miracle.”

“Something that will change everything in one swift stroke,” Bedwyr said. “Instead of simply putting in the hours of work without any immediate reward.”

“Goddess, what philosophers the two of you are,” Gwallmai said with a grin. “I thought we were just going to tell Elliot he looked handsome.”

“Oh, well, that goes without saying.” Bedwyr smiled.

Phanes came hurrying up to me. “Are your people ready to leave? The morning is wearing on.”

“Yes,” I replied, and I lifted my arm to wave at the rest of the villagers who were gathered to see us off. “We’ll see you in a few days.”

“Goodbye, King Elliot!” Conri called out.

I lifted my eyebrows at Rodda, and she quickly pulled Conri back from the front of the crowd.

“King Elliot?” Phanes asked.

“Children.” I made myself laugh casually. “What can I say? I’m a good leader, I guess.”

Phanes didn’t say anything, and he just gave me another one of his scrutinizing glances.

I smiled like it wasn’t a big deal, waved to the sentries, and headed out of the gate with Gwallmai, Liathan, Beric, and Guern by my side. Phanes and his troupe of traders followed close behind.

The morning was bright and clear, and the smell of the ocean rose up to greet us as we walked along the top of the cliff. The sea below was a deep, calm gray, and white and brown seabirds wheeled and cried out above the surface of the waves as they searched the depths of the water for fish swimming too close to the surface.

The sky above was a clear blue and marked here and there with white curls of clouds that clung to the atmosphere like wisps of cotton candy. A strong breeze whipped at our clothes and rustled in the long, sun-browned grasses that grew in the area, and it pulled at the heads of the tall, pink flowers that clung to the chalky edge of the cliff.

It was a good day for traveling, not too hot, and not too windy, and I enjoyed the first part of our journey as we walked along the coast to reach the point where the Lasgoch road began. Once we reached the road, we moved inland, away from the coast, and we left the salt-scented wind behind us.

The sun was stronger on the road, but as we walked, the road went in and out of copses of trees that cast dappled shade on the solid gray stone slabs under our feet. The shade gave us relief from the sun, and we made good progress for the rest of the day.

The villagers and I were only carrying the essentials of what we would need for the road, but Phanes and his party were laden down with everything they were hoping to sell or trade in Durovernum.

Some of them were carrying huge packs on their backs that towered above their heads and forced them to walk bent over to stop the top-heavy things from pulling them to the ground. It reminded me of the enormous rucksacks I’d seen people wear when they went hiking along the trails in the Everglades National Park. Even the jugglers and acrobats were carrying packs of supplies with them, and I guessed that was a part of the conditions they’d agreed to in order to travel with the caravan of traders.

Phanes, however, had a small pallet on wheels that was piled high with all of his goods. Leather straps ran from the front of it and buckled around his waist, so he was able to pull it forward with him as he walked.

It was a good invention that left his hands free for other things, but it still didn’t make it easy work.

The traders set a good, steady pace for themselves despite the burden of their goods, and by the time the sun had started to go down, I was pleasantly surprised by the amount of ground we’d managed to cover.

“We’ll reach Durovernum tomorrow,” I said to Phanes as we stopped to make camp. “Maybe even before midday.”

“I hope so.” He unbuckled the leather straps from around his waist and stretched out his shoulders with a groan.

The number of trees had increased as we traveled, and the place where we made our camp was at the edges of a forest. When I’d traveled to the Lasgoch road from Bedwyr’s village, we’d walked through a forest, so I wondered if Bedwyr’s old village was beyond those trees. I wasn’t familiar enough with the road to recognize any landmarks, and trees pretty much all looked the same to me, so I couldn’t be sure.

Even if I didn’t know exactly where we were, it was comforting to camp in the shade of the trees that stretched up overhead.

The sun was sliding down the horizon and leaving bright lines and swirls of color in its wake. The sky directly over our heads was still blue, although that hue was beginning to darken, and the sky in front of us was an amazing canvas of peach, gold, red, pink, and amber. The sun’s light shone out from behind the clouds and lined them with brilliant golden edges, and there was a hazy pink band along the horizon that melted into a yellowy peach color before some of its intensity faded and blended with the blue of the eastern side of the sky.

It was such a breathtaking sight that I had to stand still for a few moments and take it all in.

My eyes were dazzled by the brightness and color, and strange emotions stirred in my chest as I gazed at the sight before me. Miami had some cool sunsets, but they were nothing like this.

There was movement by my side, and I glanced around to see that Gwallmai had come to stand with me.

“It’s amazing, isn’t it?” she breathed.

The glory of the sunset shone on her face and made her skin glow. Her rosy cheeks seemed to come from a magic that lit her from within, and her olive skin shone. Her green irises were vibrant under the intense light, and when she closed her eyes, I was able to stare openly at the tilt of her nose, the full pout of her lips, the point of her chin, and the curve of her eyelids.

She looked like a part of the sunset had fallen to earth and taken the form of a mortal woman.

She was a goddess.

Gwallmai blinked her eyes open, and I quickly looked away before she could tell I’d been gawking at her.

“Yeah,” I said. “It’s something.”

Gwallmai gazed at the sky for a second longer, then blew out her breath like a horse.

“Phew!” She shook her head. “I tell you what, I’d trade the scenery for a cold plunge in a bathhouse.”

“Yeah.” I grinned. “I’m very hot and dusty.”

“When we get to Durovernum,” Gwallmai said, “we should visit the public baths.”

“The what?” I lifted an eyebrow. “You mean, like, everyone– Is everyone naked in front of each other?”

“Yes.” Gwallmai grinned. “You’re making it sound really scandalous, Elliot, but it’s not like that at all.”

“But you’re all naked in front of each other,” I protested. “How is that not weird and awkward?”

“I don’t know.” Gwallmai shrugged. “It just isn’t. I guess when people go there, they’re thinking about getting clean, not about anything else.”

“You’ve been there before?” I asked.

“Yes.” She nodded. “Everyone goes.”

I wasn’t sure about that, but at the same time, I was curious about the experience. And considering there was a bathhouse back at the fort that the villagers were still repairing, it would be good to visit a working bathhouse and see what the final result was like.

“Hmm,” I said. “Well, maybe. It depends on how much time we have. It might not be worth spending too long in the city when we can just be smelly for a few days and then bathe in the sea when we get home.”

“I hate being smelly.” Gwallmai heaved a deep sigh.

“Come here.” I grinned. “Let me smell you.”

Gwallmai grinned mischievously and stepped closer to me. She looked up into my face and rested her palms lightly on my chest. I looked down into her lovely face, and my eyes followed the wonderful map of her features. I was lost in her green eyes and in tracking the path of one stray hair that curled in a bouncy coil just in front of her left ear.

“Well?” Gwallmai murmured.

“I forgot what the question was,” I whispered.

Gwallmai clicked her tongue in teasing reproach.

I was about to say something more, but then a scream rang out behind me.
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Chapter 7

Gwallmai and I whirled around.

Some of the traders had started to gather wood to make a campfire, so they’d ventured away from the side of the road and headed into the edge of the forest. Two of them were now running away from the trees, and the sticks they’d gathered were lying scattered and abandoned on the grass.

One of the traders was on the ground and trying to crab walk away from the enormous monster that was stalking toward her.

At first glance, and with having to squint through the fading light, I thought it was a lion. A fucking enormous lion that looked like it was almost ten feet long from nose to rump, but still, just a lion.

But then I saw its face, and a jolt of horror struck me.

The creature had the face of a human.

It wasn’t a perfect likeness. There was something wrong about it, like an AI-generated image, but it was still eerily humanoid.

Two human ears stuck out from the long, coarse, black hair of its mane, and two bulging blue eyes protruded from its face on either side of its big, aquiline nose. Its mouth was stretched wide in a fleshy, loose-lipped snarl that showed off three rows of small, sharp teeth, like a shark. Its head and body were covered in short, dark red fur, and its weirdly long tail ended in a curved, black stinger like a scorpion, surrounded by a ragged collar of the same long black hair of its mane.

“Tannit save us,” Gwallmai gasped in horror. “It’s a manticore.”

The manticore’s freaky blue eyes looked around at the camp. Then it seemed to dismiss everyone else, and instead looked down at the sobbing, terrified trader who was still trying to crawl away from it.

The manticore’s humanoid mouth stretched out even wider in a slobbering smile. A thick string of drool slid from one corner of its mouth, and then it pounced.

The trader let out a shriek of terror that ended in a gasp as I grabbed her by the shoulders and hauled her out of the way.

The manticore attacked, and the brush of wind from its strike was too close to my head for comfort, and I caught a whiff of its rank breath that smelled like a garbage can on a hot day.

“Elliot!” Gwallmai screamed. “Watch out for its tail!”

I dragged the trader to her feet and shoved her behind me as I drew my Lasgoch sword from my belt. The manticore reared back on its hind legs while its huge front paws raked the air. Each of its feet was as big as my head, and its toes ended in thick, glossy black claws that curved like the stinger on its tail.

The tail in question was lashing back and forth in what looked like anger, but the manticore’s weird smile didn’t drop from its face. I guessed it was only the human nature of its features that made it look like it was smiling in the first place, but it was still really unnerving to see a monster grinning down at me with its vacant, bulging eyes and slobbering, toothy mouth.

Gwallmai was suddenly by my side.

“Where are the others?” I asked her in a low voice without once taking my eyes from the manticore.

“They’re back on the road,” she answered.

“Okay,” I said. “Go and watch them and make sure they’re okay. There may be more of these fuckers, and we can’t let them be unguarded.”

“Alright,” Gwallmai said. “Be careful, Elliot. The tail is venomous.”

“I will.” I bared my teeth at the monster in a fierce grin. “I’m going to wipe the smile right off this thing’s ugly face.”

Gwallmai retreated, and I tightened my grip on the handle of my sword.

The manticore’s eyes followed Gwallmai as she moved away, and I took the opportunity to strike while it was distracted. I lunged forward and stabbed my sword into the manticore’s black-maned neck.

The beast sensed my attack and turned its head away just in time to avoid the main thrust of the blow, but my blade still cut through its mane and skin and opened up a juicy slice on its shoulder.

The manticore let out a sound like a trumpet player working their way through an agonizingly high note. In a way, it was melodic, but it was so loud, the sound vibrated through the air and shook my body until I could feel my teeth vibrate in my gums.

My ears popped, and my whole body itched with the intensity of the sound, but I shook my head to clear it and darted in again with my sword raised.

The blade was slick with the manticore’s dark red blood, and it was an oddly reassuring sight. The beast might have been one of the weirdest things I’d ever seen, but it bled like anything else, and that meant it could be killed.

Old habits made me swing the sword around in a swipe. It was the way of fighting that felt most natural to me, but the Lasgoch swords were strongest when they were used to stab and thrust. My sword slid along the manticore’s front leg and opened up another line of red, which resulted in another tortured trumpeting squeal from the creature, but it didn’t go down.

Instead, it rushed right at me.

I backed away to avoid its rows of teeth and only saw the movement of its tail out of the corner of my eye.

The manticore’s scorpion tail whipped through the air, and I only narrowly escaped being pinned on its curved tip. I dodged out of the way, and the manticore’s tail cracked back on itself like a cowboy curling a whip for another strike. A cloudy drop of poison quivered at the very end of the tip.

The manticore’s blue eyes locked on mine.

Its stupid smile somehow got even wider.

“Come on, you fucker,” I growled.

The manticore’s tail whipped out. The wind of it brushed past me as I darted around to the manticore’s other side and punched out with my sword. The blade stabbed into the manticore’s red hide just behind its shoulder.

The manticore roared in agony, but my weight and the impact of the sword sent it stumbling onto its side. It fell with its tail crushed underneath itself, which drew out another trumpeting cry from the monster.

The momentum of the manticore’s fall pulled me with it, and my knees slammed against the underside of the manticore’s belly.

I quickly got my feet under me and used the sword to pull myself up onto the monster’s side. The blade tore the wound further open, and blood so dark it was almost black gushed out of the hole and bubbled down its side onto the grass below.

The manticore thrashed around in agony, but I kept my grip on the sword so every movement it made only ripped its wound wider. My weight on the handle sent the blade even deeper into its chest cavity, and blood gushed out and splattered on my arms.

The manticore’s struggles were getting weaker as it bled out. I planted my feet on its ribcage and heaved with all my strength. My sword slid out of the manticore’s chest with a wet sucking sound, and a fresh wave of blood gushed out now that there was nothing at all blocking the wound.

The manticore let out another weak, thready cry that had none of the vibrational power of its earlier screams.

I jumped down from its back, avoided the last desperate swipes from its heavy paws, and went around to its head. The manticore’s bulging blue eyes stared up at me with a glazed expression on its uncanny face. Its red tongue hung out between its rows of teeth, and bubbles of scarlet blood gathered and burst at the corners of its mouth.

It attempted to chomp down on my hand in one last act of violence, but the movement was too much for it. Another gush of blood burst out from its side, and the manticore’s heavy head finally thumped down on the ground and laid still.

It was dead.

My heart was racing, and adrenaline coursed through my veins. I turned around to make sure the others were okay.

“It’s okay,” I panted. “It’s dead.”

The traders were pale-faced and wide-eyed, but they broke into a clamor of applause at the news. Gwallmai grinned and sheathed her sword. The villagers and traders were agreeing among themselves that the beast had been very ferocious, but I’d done what I’d promised to do and slain the beast to protect them.

Phanes hurried over to stare at the manticore carcass with excitement blazing in his green eyes.

“A manticore!” he exclaimed. “A true manticore! Ah, I haven’t seen one of these in many years!”

“And now you get a close-up view,” I said with a grin.

“Elliot!” Phanes turned around so quickly that, for a second, I thought he was trying to attack, but instead the man swept me into a crushing bear hug and then pounded me on the shoulders. “What a man! What a man! What a shame you’ve ruined your tunic!”

“Ah, yeah, sorry about that.” I looked down at myself with a grimace.

My new tunic was splattered with the manticore’s blood.

“Not to worry.” Phanes slapped me on the back again. “You’ve done us a double good turn here tonight! You kept us safe, and you delivered to us a manticore, which will fetch a fine price at the market tomorrow.”

“I can wash your tunic,” one of the trader women said in a timid voice.

I realized she was the woman I’d saved. She gave me a shy smile and held out her hands.

“I must wash it quickly,” she said. “Before the stains set in.”

“Oh, uh, okay,” I said. “Thank you.”

She looked at me expectantly.

“Oh, right now?” I was surprised. “Don’t you need to boil water first?”

“No.” The trader woman smiled and blushed a little bit. “Cold water is best. Then hot.”

“Okay.” I pulled my tunic off over my head and gave it to her.

The woman’s eyes traveled up and down my bare chest. She blushed again and hurried away with the bloody tunic in her hands.

“You’re her hero now,” Phanes said with a chuckle.

“I just pulled her out of the way,” I said. “Anyone would have done the same.”

Phanes gave me a sly smile. “Of course, Elliot of Camelot. In exchange for a little gratitude after, perhaps.”

“Yeah, no.” I rolled my eyes.

“Elliot’s not like that,” Gwallmai said. “He just does good things because it’s the right thing to do.”

“So noble,” Phanes said.

“He would never kill a manticore that would’ve eaten every single one of you and then demand payment for it afterward,” Gwallmai continued. “He’s not like that.”

“Ah.” Phanes’ green eyes narrowed. “He isn’t?”

“No.” Gwallmai smiled sweetly at him. “But I am.”

“Gwallmai,” I protested. “That wasn’t the bargain. We agreed to protect them in exchange for food.”

“I know,” Gwallmai said calmly. “But manticores are a rare prize. I would bet a gold coin that everyone in this camp is going to spend this evening taking that beast apart for every single thing that can be sold in the market tomorrow. By delivering it to them, you’ve increased the value of the caravan’s goods. Which means the original bargain is no longer the same as it once was.”

“So you would demand more from us!” Phanes exclaimed. “You would hold us hostage to your goodwill!”

“Not at all,” Gwallmai replied. “The manticore is still dead, isn’t it? We’re not going to bring it back to life again. We’re simply suggesting that Phanes of Phenixia shows himself to be a man of quality. A man of great heart who recognizes when another great heart travels with him.”

I shook my head. This was too cold-blooded for me.

But Gwallmai was grinning, and there was a gleam of mischief in Phanes’ eyes, even as he threw up his hands in a dramatic gesture of helplessness.

“Ah!” he exclaimed. “For a moment, I had hoped this world was not all it seemed, not the bleak and barren wasteland it so often appears to be! I had hope… but no matter. What does Gwallmai of Camelot care if she snatches the last rags of optimism from an old man?”

Gwallmai smirked. “So we have a deal?”

“You have your bloody deal!” Phanes replied with a deep sigh. “Once we have stripped the manticore of everything we can take from it, I will tally up its expected value and give you a percentage of what we expect to make in the market. How does that sound? Will that finally satisfy your hunger for coin?”

“You know, I think it might.” Gwallmai nodded. “Elliot?”

“Uh, yeah,” I said. “That sounds good to me.”

Phanes clapped his hands together loudly.

“Alright, everyone!” His theatrical performance of sadness had vanished, and now he was back to business. “Let’s gut this beast! Fazel, you can continue setting up the camp. Soyara, help her when you’re done with that. Everyone else, you’re on the manticore.”

I shook my head and grinned at the trader’s antics.

Soraya turned out to be the shy woman who’d offered to wash my tunic. She put it in a leather bucket of cold water so it could soak, and after she’d helped Fazel build the fire and started cooking the evening meal, she took my tunic out, squeezed it, and held it up for my inspection.

To my surprise, the bloodstains were totally gone.

“Oh, that looks great!” I complimented her.

Soraya smiled shyly. She reached down into the bucket and pulled out a small slimy-looking nut.

“These are very good for cleaning our clothes, especially bloody ones,” she explained.

“Very impressive.” I nodded. “Though I wouldn’t have thought you’d need to clean up bloodstains very often.”

Soraya’s face blushed a deep, dark red.

She glanced at Gwallmai, swallowed, and hurried back to the campfire, where she draped my tunic on two sticks so the heat from the flames could dry it.

“What did I say?” I asked in confusion.

Gwallmai grinned. “Elliot. Can you think of a reason why a woman might be more experienced than a man in getting blood out of her clothes?”

I frowned. “No?”

Gwallmai just carried on grinning at me, and all at once I realized what she was talking about and why Soraya had looked embarrassed.

“Oh, shit, of course!” I burst out laughing. “I didn’t even think of that.”

“Well, why would you?” Gwallmai asked. “To be honest, I’m a little bit surprised that you know about it anyway.”

“Thank you,” I said. “For reminding me about this issue. It’s something I want to be mindful about, especially considering that my two fiercest warriors are both women.”

Gwallmai smiled at me with a soft expression in her green eyes.

“You’re such a different man,” she said. “I know that, I think I’ve accepted that, and then you say something or do something that makes me realize it all over again.”

“In a good way, I hope?” I asked with a smile.

“Yes.” Gwallmai’s fingers wound through mine. “A very good way.”

I squeezed her hand in mine, but I didn’t get the chance to say anything more before Fazel called out from the fireside.

“Food’s ready!” he shouted.

We turned around and went to sit by the fire with the others. Soraya handed out small wooden bowls, and we waited to have them filled with the stew she and Fazel had heated over the fire.

It was a tasty meal full of barley and lentils, and they’d added some strips of dried meat into the broth as well. It was difficult to make out the taste of the meat through the intense flavors of the salt and smoke that had been used to preserve it, but I was thankful for the extra protein.

“So, Elliot of Camelot,” Phanes said through a mouthful of stew. “Tell us more about yourself. How did you and your people come to the fort? It’s been deserted for as many years as I’ve been coming to the Cantwara peninsula.”

“We moved there to escape the raiders,” I explained. “It’s a more defensible position, and we have a good view of the sea so we can keep a lookout for any approaching Saec ships.”

“A good plan,” Phanes said with a nod. “The gods know the Lasgochs had their faults, but they could build a strong fort like no one else.”

“The Saec raids haven’t stopped then?” another of the traders asked. “Vortigern hasn’t done anything to hold them back?”

I snorted. “No. He’s done nothing.”

“Except to invite Hengest into his home and make plans to marry the Saec princess,” Gwallmai added.

I’d met the Saec princess Rowena by accident, not long after I’d come to Prydain. She was beautiful and smart, and I often replayed the memories of her honey-yellow hair and huge blue eyes in my mind.

But she was trapped in her fiancé’s manor in Durovernum. Vortigern saw her as a prize he’d won, and her father Hengest treated her like a piece of livestock to be traded away for his own selfish interests.

I’d promised Rowena I would come back for her when I could, but I didn’t know when that day would come.

My only consolation was that her engagement to Vortigern was going on for a long time, presumably so Hengest could wring as much hospitality from Vortigern as possible before the king got what he wanted.

I shook my head in outrage at the thought of Rowena trapped by the actions of two men who didn’t care about her at all.

“Like that will keep the Saecs at bay,” Phanes said in disgust. “Does Vortigern really think Hengest won’t turn on his son-in-law if he gets in the way of what the Saecs want?”

“I don’t think he’s thought that far ahead,” I answered in a grim tone. “He tends to trust that the action he wants to do right now is the best one for everyone involved. He doesn’t see further than his own impulses.”

Phanes made a scornful noise in his throat. “Best continue your prayers that the destined king will make his return soon, then, hey?”

“You know about the prophecy?” I asked in surprise.

“Of course,” Phanes replied. “A story of the true and destined king who will drive away Prydain’s enemies and bring about a golden age of magic and majesty? Who wouldn’t share that tale?”

“I guess so,” I said.

“Are all the young lads in the Cantwara still traveling to the stone to try their chance at pulling the sword free?” Phanes asked with a grin.

“I don’t know,” I replied honestly. “I’ve been kind of busy with rebuilding a fort.”

Phanes chuckled.

I hid my gaze in my bowl of stew while I considered my next words. I liked Phanes, and even though I’d only known him for a few hours, he seemed like someone who had sympathy for the plight of the Prydanan people. I wasn’t going to reveal the whole truth to him, but I was interested in what his reaction would be to a sliver of truth.

“Although,” I added, “the princes came to search the fort and question the villagers.”

“Vortimer and Catigern?” Phanes lifted his dark eyebrows in surprise.

“Yes,” I replied. “They said they’d heard rumors that the destined king had returned, so they were searching for news anyone might have heard about it. But I don’t think they found anything.”

“Well, of course not,” Phanes snorted. “Even if people did know something about the destined king, they wouldn’t give him up to the sons of the man who’s ruining their country.”

“No, I guess not,” I agreed, then lifted an eyebrow at him. “It sounds like you think the destined king is right?”

Phanes rolled his eyes.

“Elliot,” he said, “come now. Let us not talk with forked tongues here.”

My heart began to pound in alarm.

Phanes leaned forward.

“We both know Vortigern isn’t the right man to hold the crown,” he said. “It’s not a controversial opinion.”

“So you think the destined king is a better option?” I spoke lightly to hide the relief that flooded through me.

“And you don’t?” Phanes countered.

“Well…” I shrugged. “The prophecy doesn’t say anything about his experience. How do we know he’ll be the right man for the job?”

“He will be because he’s destined to be,” Phanes said calmly. “If he wasn’t, he wouldn’t have been prophesied to be.”

“I guess so.” I shrugged again. “I’m not so sure about all this talk about destiny.”

“You prefer to plot your own course?” Phanes asked.

“Of course,” I replied. “Don’t you?”

“Ah, Elliot.” Phanes wagged his head. “I know better than to speak against the gods. Vortigern, yes, but the gods? No… I’m a wiser man than that.”

He leaned back in his seat and scraped the rest of his bowl clean with a grin on his face, and the campfire talk turned to other subjects.

After dinner was eaten and everything was tidied up, the traders turned in for the night. Gwallmai, Liathan, and I took turns standing watch, but no monsters or humans disturbed our camp, and when the sun rose the next morning, we were soon ready to continue on with our journey.

The manticore had been skinned, its tail stinger sliced off, its claws and teeth pulled out, its mane cut, and many of its smaller bones harvested. Its meat was poisonous, so the corpse was left as a gory mile marker on the side of the road. Flies had begun to gather around it, but no other predators had even touched the meat. I guessed they knew it was poisonous to them as well as to humans.

The morning was cool before the sun had reached its full height, and we took advantage of the weather to make good progress toward Durovernum. Before the sun was high in the sky, we saw the shape of the city walls on the horizon, and by the time midday rolled around, we had passed through the city gates and were walking the streets of Durovernum.

We said goodbye to Phanes and his traders, and Phanes gave my hand a hearty shake and promised to return to the fort to trade again the next time he came back to the Cantwara.

“But as for you,” he said as he pointed a reproachful finger at Gwallmai, “I will avoid you unless I want to be fleeced like the helpless lamb I am.”

“If you can’t face the wolves, perhaps you should leave the hillside,” Gwallmai said with a grin.

Phanes shook his head woefully, then winked at her, slapped me on the shoulder, and handed me a red silk purse. It was heavy in my hand, and the contents clinked together.

“Your cut of the manticore’s profits,” he said.

I opened the bag and peered inside. My eyes widened when I saw the gleam of gold coins.

“Phanes, no!” I exclaimed. “This is too much!”

“I know that she–” Phanes nodded toward Gwallmai, who grinned, “would hunt me down and take the very clothes from my back if I gave you anything less than your full share.”

“But you don’t even know if you’ll sell the manticore parts,” I protested.

“Do you doubt me?” Phanes pretended to be offended. “Do you doubt the trading power of Phanes the Phenixite?”

“Uh, no.” I grinned. “I wouldn’t dare.”

“Then take it and be well,” Phanes said.

“Thank you,” I said.

“And thank you,” he replied. “We will see you again, Elliot of Camelot. And his wolf-woman.”

He shook his fist playfully at Gwallmai, then turned and moved away through the bustling crowds with his group of traders.

I was a little sorry to see them leave, but the expectant looks on the faces of the villagers pulled me back to our own errands.

“Alright, then,” I said. “Thanks to Phanes–”

“And thanks to Gwallmai,” Gwallmai said with a grin.

“And thanks to Gwallmai,” I amended, “we’ll be able to buy more than I thought. So where do we want to go first?”

“We could visit the livestock market later on when it’s cooler,” Beric suggested. “It’s not very pleasant around the pens in the heat of the day, and some of the traders don’t let their animals out of the pens until later on, so they look fresher than if they’ve been in the sun all day.”

“I can see a plane for sale over there,” Guern said.

“You can see what?” I stared at him.

“A plane.” Guern pointed. “It’s a woodworking tool. You can use it to smooth or level pieces of wood.”

“Oh, right.” I laughed.

None of the others understood why I was amused, so I shook my head and gestured for Guern to lead the way.

The rest of the morning was taken up with hunting down everything Guern and Liathan had on their lists. Phanes’ gold coins meant we had more than enough to purchase the essentials they needed, and I even splurged on a brand-new anvil for Liathan’s smithing. It would be a much better tool than the lump of stone he was currently using, and Liathan couldn’t stop smiling after I handed the merchant his payment. We obviously couldn’t carry the anvil back with us, but I arranged for a pony and cart to transport it to the fort.

Guern was delighted with the carpentry tools we found, and the look of satisfaction on both his and Liathan’s faces showed me that it had been money well spent.

We were all pretty hungry by the time we’d finished, so Gwallmai and I decided to find a tavern. Liathan, Guern, and Beric had all managed to trade some of their own possessions, so they had a few coins of their own that they wanted to spend. We decided to split up and meet back at the livestock markets in the evening.

Gwallmai and I threaded our way through the crowds and headed for a tavern we could see nearby.

It wasn’t a big place, but it was packed with people, and we had to fight our way through the crowds of customers to reach the bar. Even when we reached the counter, the man and woman on the other side were so busy pouring drinks, we couldn’t even get their attention.

I exchanged a frustrated look with Gwallmai. She gritted her teeth and shouldered aside a guy leaning against the counter who’d started to slump against her. The guy staggered away and would have fallen if there hadn’t been so many people packed around him. They shoved him back, and he fell against the bar with a grunt.

“Get away, Tog!” someone shouted.

Tog straightened up with a queasy look on his face. He let out a low, gurgling belch.

“Tog,” the barkeep said in a warning tone.

Tog swallowed hard with glazed-over eyes.

I grabbed Gwallmai’s arm and pulled her away just in time to avoid getting splattered as Tog’s shoulders heaved and he threw up all over himself and the floor.

A shout of dismay rose up from the crowd, and everyone pressed away from him as far as they could get.

“Oh, Tannit, take it,” Gwallmai mumbled with her hand pressed over her mouth and nose.

“Right, that’s it.” The barkeep came out from behind the counter and grabbed Tog by the back of his collar. “Get out of here and don’t come back until you’ve sobered up.”

“’M jus’– toasting the new king,” Tog slurred. “He’s– he’s back, in’t he? ‘N’ we gotta… we gotta toast him. We gotta– we gotta–”

He belched again.

“Out of the way!” the barkeep growled angrily at the customers blocking his path.

Everyone crowded back against the walls, and the barkeep dragged Tog to the door, where he shoved him out of the tavern.

“Porridge for brains,” he declared in an angry voice. “Isolde! Get that stink cleaned up!”

The woman behind the bar sighed, rolled her eyes, and went to fetch a rag.

“Tog’s not wrong,” another guy in the crowd said.

“Oh, what, you think the destined king’s really back?” someone else jeered. “Think he’s going to sweep into Durovernum and make it all better, do you?”

“The sword’s gone!” the first guy defended himself. “What do you call that if not proof?”

“Who says it’s gone?” the second guy scoffed. “Your brother’s cousin’s sister’s wife’s dog?”

“Just my cousin,” the first guy muttered. “He’s seen the empty stone.”

“I don’t believe it,” the second guy said. “If the king was back, we’d all know about it. He’s a king, isn’t he? Where’s a king gonna hide?”

“Not all kings are like the shithead we’re currently enduring,” someone else chimed in. “Some of them are able to survive without roasted dormice and vintage wine at every meal.”

“So he’s hiding out in the Cantwara, that’s your theory?” the first guy asked in a skeptical tone. “And doing what?”

“I don’t know, do I?” the new speaker said in a sulky tone. “I’m just saying.”

“You’re talking out of your ass, is what you’re doing,” the first guy retorted.

“Oh, am I?” The new speaker shoved the first guy in the chest.

He was taken off guard and stepped backward. His heel, which was already dangerously close to Tog’s puddle of vomit, skidded on the wet floorboards. His feet went out from under him, and he landed on his ass in the puddle of puke.

Everyone burst into laughter. The guy’s face went dark red with rage. He got to his feet and hurled himself at the man who’d pushed him, and the two of them went down.

“Okay.” I grabbed Gwallmai’s arm. “I think we should get out of here.”

“I agree,” Gwallmai said.

The tavern had devolved into a full-blown brawl, and we shoved and pushed our way to the door, then stumbled out onto the street. We barely had a chance to catch our breath before someone else fell out after us.

A wooden tankard flew out of the door and broke on the ground, and it was followed by a yell of fury from inside the tavern.

Gwallmai and I looked at each other, grabbed each other’s hands, and broke into a brisk jog to get away from there as soon as possible.

We hurried away from the tavern and deeper into the city streets. I wasn’t really paying attention to where we were going because I was mostly thinking about leaving the tavern behind.

But then an old man rushed into our path, and we were forced to stop.

Instead of moving out of our way, the old man stepped even closer to me. He grabbed my sleeve with a gnarled, swollen hand and shoved his face into mine.

“It’s you!” he shouted at the top of his lungs, then turned around to address the whole street. “I’ve found him! It’s the destined king!”
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My blood froze in my veins.

The old man grinned up at me and revealed a mouth full of pale, empty gums with only one twisted, yellow tooth remaining. There were tufts of wiry gray hair sticking out of his ears, and his bald head was covered in orange scabs and flakes of gray, dry skin.

“The king!” he shouted up at me. “It’s the destined king. Everyone, he’s here! I found him! Look!”

I threw a panicked look around the street, but to my shock and relief, no one was paying attention to the old man. A few people averted their eyes like they were watching something embarrassing, and other people frowned. All of them carried on with their business like nothing was happening.

“I saw you,” the old man wheezed, and he yanked at my sleeve hard enough to make me take an unintentional step forward. “I had a vision. I saw you come from another world.”

“You’re wrong,” I insisted and tried not to let him know how much he’d rattled me.

“Elliot,” Gwallami gasped. “Look at where we are.”

I looked around at my surroundings. In Durovernum, it was easy to tell which parts of the city were more expensive because the houses there were all Lasgoch villas, and the streets were kept clean and tidy. The streets where the Prydanan lived were dirtier and narrower, and the houses were the round Prydanan huts with woven walls and straw roofs.

The street immediately to our left, where the old man had come from, was one of those poorer streets. The houses were all Prydanan huts, and many of them had tall poles driven into the ground outside their doors. The poles had weird effigies and arrangements tied to them. Feathers, bones, wisps of hair, rusty nails, and stained pieces of cloth.

It was the street of the enchanters.

It was where the magic users of Durovernum lived and where they conducted business.

I looked down at the old man hanging onto my sleeve. His wide eyes stared into mine, and when I finally met his gaze, he nodded slowly as a mad grin spread across his face.

“There you are,” he breathed. “I’ve been waiting for you. Oh, we’ve all been waiting for you, sire, and here you are at last. You stepped through the skin of the worlds and landed here. Welcome.”

My eyes traveled to the necklace of bones and feathers around the guy’s scrawny neck, and the strange markings written in smeared charcoal across his chest that were visible through the gaping neck of his tunic.

Shit.

This guy was an enchanter.

“I’m sorry.” I tried to get my sleeve out of his iron grip. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“I had a vision!” the old man shouted. “I saw you! You’re him! The king has returned!”

Gwallmai helped me wrestle my sleeve away from the old man’s hand.

“I’m sorry,” I told him.

The old man’s eyes opened wide.

He stayed still in the middle of the road as Gwallmai and I stepped around him and hurried away.

“I saw you!” he shouted after us in a yell so loud his voice cracked and broke. “You came from another world, and now you’re here! You’re here! You’re here!”

“Oh, my god,” I mumbled under my breath, and I quickened my pace even more.

“Are you okay?” Gwallmai asked in concern.

“Yeah.” I nodded. “It’s just weird, you know.”

“At least no one seemed to believe him,” Gwallmai said. “I guess they thought he was crazy.”

“He did seem a bit crazy,” I pointed out. “But crazy in the way that Myrthin is crazy. Is that what magic does to people?”

“Maybe?” Gwallmai shrugged. “I used to visit the street of the enchanters whenever I could afford it, back when I lived in Durovernum. I didn’t notice anyone raving or being crazy like Myrthin or that man. But perhaps when people feel like that, they don’t open for business.”

“That could be it.” I nodded my head.

I was still feeling rattled by the whole encounter. It was one thing for Myrthin to rave and shout about his visions, but it was another thing entirely for a strange enchanter to also recognize me as the prophesied king.

How many other enchanters in the city had seen me and knew my face? What if my identity was an open secret among magic users? Did they know I was here in the city? What if they found out about me?

I shook myself to try and get rid of those thoughts. It wouldn’t do me any good to start running around in paranoid circles about what might or might not be known to the enchanters here. Judging by the reactions of the people in the street, it might not even matter if the enchanters recognized me. They might think it was just the ravings of some crazy, magically-confused enchanters.

“What are you thinking, Elliot?” Gwallmai was watching my face closely.

I sighed. “Just that I don’t want to spend any more time in Durovernum than we have to. I don’t like the idea of people here knowing who I am.”

“Is that such a bad thing?” Gwallmai cocked her head. “I mean, they will find out eventually, won’t they? When you depose Vortigern and become king?”

“Well, yes,” I said. “But until then, until I’m in a position to do that, and do it successfully with the least amount of bloodshed possible, I’d like to try and stay hidden from public view.”

“I see what you’re saying.” Gwallmai nodded. “That makes sense. So… no visit to the bathhouse?”

I grimaced. “Sorry, Gwallmai. I know you were looking forward to it, and so was I, to be honest. I’d kill for a cold shower right now. But I think it would be wiser to stick to the crowds for now.”

“That makes sense.” Gwallmai sighed and smiled. “Don’t worry, if we find a room somewhere to spend the night, I’m sure they’ll have some cold water we can use to wash off the dust of the road, at least.”

“That sounds good.” I smiled at her. “In the meantime, let’s see if we can find something to eat. I’m starving.”

I wanted to avoid taverns if possible, and it turned out that one portion of the market was devoted to stalls selling food. Not just the raw ingredients, either, but food that was cooked and ready to eat.

I handed over some of my coins at a stall and received two pastries in return. The pastry was thick, flaky, and really tasty, and the filling was fragrant and spicy. I didn’t recognize the meat, but Gwallmai said it was probably goat.

Whatever it was, it tasted delicious and was very filling. We drank deeply from our waterskins, and then, to make up for not visiting the bathhouse, I purchased a bag of honey cakes that Gwallmai immediately dove into.

“Oh, yes,” she declared through a mouthful of sticky crumbs. “This is better than the bathhouse.”

I chuckled and nodded toward a tavern that was nearby. It seemed pretty quiet from the outside, and there were no drunk people on the doorstep, which I took as an encouraging sign.

“Let’s ask there and see if they have a room for the night,” I said.

“Good idea.” Gwallmai nodded.

We went into the tavern. The main room downstairs was clean, with scrubbed gray stone slabs on the floor and woven walls covered in clay. It was smoky inside from the fire, but all the furniture was intact, and although all the tables were taken, the atmosphere was nothing like the crowds in the first tavern we’d tried.

We went up to the counter and spoke to the girl behind the bar.

“Hello,” I said, “do you have any rooms for tonight?”

The girl nodded and flipped one of her long brown braids behind her shoulder.

“Yes,” she replied. “We have rooms, but we don’t give out blankets. Had too many people stealing them. So you get a couple of pallets in each room and you make your own bed on them with your own blankets.”

“Alright,” I said. “Can I have two rooms, please?”

The girl nodded, reached under the counter, and pulled out two keys.

“Here you go,” she said. “That’ll be two silvers. We’ll be cooking a pig tonight, so if you want us to set some aside for you, that’ll be another silver.”

“That sounds good,” I said with a nod. “There are five of us in total, and we’ll all want food.”

I handed over the right amount of coins from the pile of change in Phanes’ bag, took the keys, and put them carefully in one of the pouches I kept hanging from my belt.

“Can we have clean water sent up to both of the rooms, please?” Gwallmai asked.

The girl rolled her eyes and heaved a deep sigh.

“Alright,” she said.

“Thank you.” I gave her my most cheerful smile, and got a half-hearted smile in response.

Gwallmai lifted her eyebrows but miraculously stayed silent until we’d left the tavern. Then she huffed out her breath in an outraged gasp.

“How rude that girl was!” she exclaimed.

“I know,” I chuckled. “She acted like giving us water was the most inconvenient thing we could have ever asked her to do.”

Gwallmai snorted. “Young people these days. No respect.”

I decided not to point out that the girl in the tavern hadn’t been much younger than Gwallmai herself.

The day was slipping away, so we decided to take a leisurely walk over to the livestock market and see if we could locate the other villagers.

The city was very busy, but the majority of people on the streets seemed to either be heading for the nearest tavern or had already started the evening’s celebrations. We had to step around a group of people who had started an impromptu dance celebration in the middle of the street. They were writhing and waving their arms around in the air above their heads, and for a moment, it was like I was back in Miami in the middle of St. Patrick’s Day chaos.

I guessed some things never changed, no matter what kind of world a person found themselves in.

The livestock market was at the back of the city, presumably so the smells and sounds of farmyard animals crowded together didn’t disturb the rest of the city’s business.

Gwallmai and I walked through the pens that were made from woven panels much like the ones I’d been working on for the paddock back at the fort. There were all kinds of animals in all sorts of sizes and colors, and the air was full of the deep lowing of cows, the bleating of sheep and goats, and the squawks of poultry.

We found Beric gazing with adoring eyes at a pen full of piglets while Liathan and Guern looked on. They all glanced up as we approached and waved a greeting.

“Elliot!” Beric exclaimed as I stepped up to look into the pen as well. “Look at them! They’re perfect!”

They just looked like black and pink piglets to me, and I couldn’t tell what made these pigs any more perfect than the dozens of pigs in the rest of the pens, but that was why Beric was the livestock guy.

“Alright,” I said.

Liathan rolled his eyes and exchanged a grin with Guern.

“Beric’s been up and down these pens a thousand times already,” he explained to us. “We must have looked at every single animal in this place.”

“I wanted to make sure we were getting the best!” Beric insisted.

“As we should,” I said with a nod. “Thank you, Beric.”

Liathan grinned. “You know I’m only teasing you, Beric.”

“I know,” Beric said with pursed lips. “I didn’t tease you about how doe-eyed you got over that anvil, did I?”

“That anvil has a forged, wrought-iron body with a steel face and reinforced hardie hole!” Liathan protested.

“Alright,” I said with a chuckle. “So, pigs. How many do you think we should get, Beric?”

“Four,” Beric said decisively. “That means that if any of them pair up, no one’s left behind without any friends.”

“I didn’t know pigs had social lives,” I commented.

“Oh, yes,” Beric assured me. “Pigs are very social creatures. They get lonely by themselves.”

“Aw, that’s sweet,” Gwallmai said.

“Don’t get too attached,” I warned her. “These guys are going to be keeping the fort fed during winter.”

“I know, I know.” Gwallmai sighed.

“It’s the same with chickens,” Beric said. “If you don’t get the right number, they’ll turn on the odd one out and bully her. Or kill her.”

“Jesus.” I lifted my eyebrows in surprise. “But they’re just chickens.”

“Chickens are cutthroat bitches,” Beric told me in a solemn tone. “There’s no mercy shown in the chicken coop.”

“I see.” I shook my head. “It’s a good thing we have you here, Beric. I had no idea about this kind of thing.”

Beric grinned in delight at the compliment.

His expertise came through as we searched the rest of the animal pens, and by the time the sun was going down, we’d purchased four piglets, a billy goat, and a nanny goat to add to the white goat we already had. The billy goat was an impressive animal with long, shaggy black hair and ten-inch-long horns that rose out from his skull and curved back around, and a wavy beard that flowed down over his chest.

The new nanny goat was covered in dark gray hair that shone a rusty brown color when she moved in the sun, and her horns were much shorter than the billy goat’s.

We agreed with the livestock traders that they would keep the pigs and the goats in their pens overnight, and we would collect them in the morning. I wasn’t sure about walking back home with goats and pigs in tow, but that seemed to be the way that everyone else did it, and Beric was confident there wouldn’t be any problems.

Tired, hot, but very content with everything we’d achieved, we headed back to the tavern where I’d rented the rooms. As soon as we stepped in through the door, the delicious smell of roasting pork wafted out to us from the kitchen behind the counter.

The place was pretty full, but we managed to squeeze in at the end of a table. I waved to the girl behind the counter, and she rolled her eyes but waved back. A few moments later, we were served bowls of roasted pork and fresh-baked bread.

The meat was delicious, tender, and flavored with apples, and it melted in my mouth with every bite. The bread was soft and light, and the simple combination of bread and meat was so perfect I could have eaten five servings. There was water and honey mead to wash it down, but after just one flagon of the honey mead, I started to feel a bit woozy.

“Whoa,” I commented. “That’s strong stuff.”

“Yeah, it is.” Liathan grinned, wiped his beard with the back of his hand, and lifted his flagon to gesture to the maid that he wanted a refill.

I chuckled. “I guess it’s been a little while since I drank. My alcohol tolerance has gone down.”

“Mm, it’s so satisfying.” Gwallmai gave a little wiggle in her seat and took another sip from her flagon. “It tastes so good.”

I watched her with amusement, but she seemed to be handling her alcohol just as easily as the men. I switched back to water and used the opportunity to survey the rest of the tavern’s inhabitants with a clearer head.

The atmosphere was very different from the first tavern we’d gone into, and as I looked around, I was reminded of the enchanter’s words earlier.

In a low voice, I told Beric, Liathan, and Guern about the fight in the tavern and then our run-in with the enchanter.

They listened in a mixture of shock and wariness, but I could tell Liathan had something else on his mind. He frowned as he listened to me, and he fidgeted in his seat like there were ants in his pants.

“Liathan?” I asked him. “What are you thinking?”

“Ah, it’s nothing.” He shook his big head.

“Then why do you look like that?” I nudged him in the shoulder encouragingly. “Come on, spit it out.”

“I just– Damn it, Elliot, don’t you ever want to tell everyone?” He threw out his brawny arm in a gesture that took in the entire tavern and almost crashed into one of the maids who was walking between the tables with a jug of mead in her hands.

“What? About the prophecy?” I shook my head. “It’s not the right time yet.”

“But it could be!” Liathan insisted. “How are you ever going to gain enough power and followers to make a claim for the throne unless people know who you are?”

“That’s what I said,” Gwallmai agreed with a nod.

“Hey,” I protested. “I thought we discussed that. I thought you were on my side.”

“I am on your side, Elliot!” Gwallmai exclaimed. “But I want you to succeed as well. So I have to tell you what I think.”

“Yeah, true,” I said. “But think about it, guys, think it all the way through to the end. Say I go around the city and start dropping hints that I’m…”

I glanced around the tavern to check for any listeners. Everyone seemed to be fully occupied with their own business, but I still lowered my voice even more.

“That I’m you-know-what,” I said. “What will happen?”

“You’ll get followers,” Liathan said.

“And Vortigern will also know exactly who to track down and get rid of,” I said.

“But if you have enough followers, that wouldn’t matter,” Liathan said stubbornly.

“And what if I don’t?” I countered. “What if I don’t get followers as quickly as I hoped? What if Vortigern moves before then? What if he sends the combined forces of his soldiers and the Saec warriors after me? What if they storm the fort? Or lay siege to it?”

Liathan set his jaw. “That might not happen.”

“People want you, Elliot,” Gwallmai added. “They’ll rally behind you.”

“I don’t doubt that,” I sighed. “But I can’t afford to ignore the threat. Listen. For every Prydanan who insists they can’t wait for the destined king to return, there’s going to be another Prydanan who is doing okay despite all of this. Maybe they’re seeing the Saecs here as an opportunity. Maybe they think the Saecs’ presence will open up trade routes that will help their business.”

“Traitors,” Liathan insisted. “We wouldn’t want their help, anyway.”

“Okay.” I nodded. “So instead, let’s think about the ordinary Prydanan people. The citizens who are trying to get by, who are living their lives as best they can. The people who might be sitting at the tables around us. They might long for the return of the destined king, but when it comes down to it, when it means picking up a sword and learning to fight, realizing they might have to kill people and defend themselves, what will they do?”

“They’ll fight,” Liathan said.

“Will they?” I shrugged. “Say someone wants the king to return with all their heart. But he has a sick wife and a tiny child to think about. They don’t have a lot of money, and the job he works in Durovernum is the only thing that keeps them from being homeless. His sick wife can’t leave their bed. The time he’s not working or looking after his wife is when he’s taking care of their child.”

“He wouldn’t be able to leave their home,” Gwallmai said in a low voice.

“Exactly,” I said. “We could invite them to join us in the fort. But the fort’s only so big. We can’t house everyone. We definitely couldn’t offer food and shelter to everyone we needed to recruit to move against Vortigern. And what about the people who can’t leave their homes? The sick, the injured, the weak, the old?”

There was a little silence around the table.

Liathan looked down at the tabletop and shook his head. His jaw was clenched in frustration.

“Then what’s the point?” Guern asked in a low voice. “What’s the point of trying this at all?”

I smiled. “Because we’re going to win. When the time is right. But we have to give people time to adjust to the idea that the prophecy isn’t just a nice dream. It’s a reality. A reality they can plan for.”

“Time,” Gwallmai said. “It’s all about time. If we started a revolution and told everyone who Elliot was, people would have to act right away so we would have a chance to stand against Vortigern and the Saecs. And that’s not an option for a lot of people.”

“Exactly.” I nodded. “You get it. People have spent a long time here living in fear. Leaving that mindset behind is a process. It won’t happen all at once.”

“So you’re saying we have to let people adjust to the idea that the king is here,” Liathan said slowly. “We have to let them wait.”

“Yeah.” I grinned. “We wait until they start asking for us. Until more and more people seek us out. And then, when they’re begging for it, we give it to them.”

“I know what that’s like,” Liathan said.

We all looked at him, and the big man blushed bright red.

All of us burst into laughter, and it helped diffuse the tension that had been building.

“Alright.” Gwallmai downed the last bit of mead in her flagon, rolled her shoulders, and stood up. “I think that’s a good moment to turn in.”

“Yeah.” I nodded. “I think so, too. We need to be up early tomorrow to make good progress along the road before it gets too hot.”

The men looked at each other and grinned.

“One more flagon?” Guern suggested.

“One more flagon,” Beric agreed.

“Just one more,” Liathan said.

“Fine.” I grinned. “I’m looking forward to seeing what kind of state the three of you are in tomorrow morning.”

“We’ll be fine.” Liathan chuckled. “Camelot men can hold their drink, right, lads?”

“Yeah!” Beric and Guern chorused.

I shook my head, gave Liathan the key to the other room, and stood up from the table. Gwallmai and I wove our way through the tables to reach the stairs at the back of the room and went up to the top floor.

I was surprised to see a Prydanan building with more than one story, but the tavern floor was made of stone, like most Lasgoch buildings were, and when we reached the bedrooms, the ceilings showed the exposed roof beams that were more typical in Lasgoch buildings. I guessed the place was a mixture of both cultures and building practices.

The rooms had numbers neatly painted on the doors that corresponded to the numbers on the keys we’d been given.

The room Gwallmai and I were in was small and bare, with whitewashed walls and what looked like greased paper covering the empty window spaces. The floor was made of wooden boards, and there were two straw-stuffed mattresses on rough blocks of wood to keep them off the floor. There was a jug of water and a large wooden bowl on the floor by the window.

It wasn’t exactly a five-star experience, but it was better than sleeping on the bare ground at the side of the road.

Gwallmai and I dropped our packs on the floor, and Gwallmai made a beeline for the jug of water.

“Ohhh,” she breathed as she dipped her hand into the jug, retrieved a rag that had been inside, and wiped it over her face and the back of her neck. “Oh, shit, that’s good.”

She turned around and gestured to me.

“Come here,” she said. “I’ll wipe you down.”

“Okay.” I unbuckled my belt and kicked off my boots before I went over to her.

Gwallmai patted the floor next to her, and I sat down obediently. Gwallmai dipped the rag into the water, wrung it out, and wiped it gently over my forehead, cheeks, and under my chin.

I gasped with the shock of the cool water cutting through the heat, dust, and sweat of the day.

“Ah, shit,” I groaned and closed my eyes. “Oh, that’s good.”

Gwallmai laughed softly. She dipped the rag in the water again and wiped it down my throat. Cool water trickled down my chest, and a little shiver ran down my spine.

“Take your shirt off.” Gwallmai’s voice was very soft.

I opened my eyes and met her intense green gaze.

I swallowed, then pulled my tunic up over my head. Gwallmai ran the rag over my shoulders and down the muscles of my bare chest. The cool water dripped down my body.

“It’s making the waistband of my pants wet,” I said.

“Maybe you should take them off,” Gwallmai murmured.

“Yeah…” I said softly. “Maybe I should.”
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I stood up, unlaced my pants, and pulled them down my legs. I wasn’t wearing any underwear, and with my pants down, the erection that had started swelling as soon as Gwallmai touched my bare chest was on full display.

Gwallmai licked her lips in anticipation, and her green eyes darted up to meet mine.

I took the rag from her hands, dipped it in the water jug, and ran it gently down her cheeks, down her throat, and over the sumptuous hills of her cleavage that hid under the neckline of her tunic.

“Now my tunic is getting wet,” Gwallmai whispered.

“Maybe you should take it off,” I suggested.

Gwallmai’s fingers tangled the laces of her tunic, but she managed to undo them. Then she pulled her tunic off, and without waiting for any guidance, she stood up and pulled down her leggings.

I gazed up at her as she stood over me. My eyes traveled over the divine curves of her body, the heavy globes of her breasts, the narrow span of her waist, and the flare of her hips. The fold between her thighs, the soft roundness of her belly, and the juicy flesh of her ass.

I rose up on my knees and moved closer to her so I could press my face into the softness of her stomach. Gwallmai ran her fingers through my hair, and I kissed her over and then under her navel. Then I moved down to that sweet, secret place that was waiting for me between her thighs.

Gwallmai sighed, and her hands tightened in my hair as I kissed the slick skin of her pussy. My hands went to her hips, and I cupped the generous flesh of her ass cheeks as I dipped my head even lower. My tongue darted out and slipped between the delicious folds of Gwallmai’s pussy.

“Ah!” she gasped, and her hands tightened in my hair until I thought she might pull out a clump of it.

I probed my tongue between her pussy lips, and I couldn’t hold back a groan as her delicious juices seared my tongue. Her pussy was hot and wet, and her walls throbbed against my lips as I pressed my tongue deeper inside her pussy.

“Ohhh, Elliot…” Gwallmai moaned. “Ohhh… Ah, yes!”

Her hands clutched at my head in a convulsive gesture as my tongue probed and found the swollen pearl of her clit. It throbbed under the tip of my tongue, and I teased it with slow and deliberate flicks.

“Ah!” Gwallmai gasped out. “Oh! Fuck!”

Her body shook, and her pussy spasmed under my attention. I gripped her hips hard to steady both our bodies as my tongue explored between her legs. I circled her clit, and I sucked at it until Gwallmai’s whole body shook.

“Ohhhh…” she moaned. “Ohhhh, fuck!”

Her hands gripped my shoulders, and her hips bucked against my face. Her abdomen rode back and forward, and she gasped out again, then again as her pussy quivered under my tongue.

She was getting closer, and I deliberately quickened the movements of my mouth. Gwallmai’s pussy was throbbing with arousal, and I felt like I could feel her pulse beating against my lips as I pushed her closer and closer to her orgasm.

“Yes,” she whined. “Yes, yes, yes!”

Her last word was almost a scream. Her fingers dug into my shoulders, her hips ground against my face, and her pussy convulsed as she came.

Gwallmai held onto me with her eyes tightly closed and her lips parted. She shuddered like a tree in a high storm, and she let out a breathless moan of completion.

Slowly, she opened her eyes and blinked down at me.

I smiled and gently pulled on her hands to bring her down to the floor. Gwallmai folded like a piece of wet spaghetti, and she almost collapsed onto the floor with me. She laid on her back, and I leaned over her with a smile and brushed a strand of her hair back behind her ear.

“Oh, goddess,” Gwallmai breathed. “That was incredible. How do you manage to do that?”

“You taste really good,” I murmured. “That makes it easy. I love tasting you. And when you cum on my tongue, it’s… Fuck. It’s one of the best things I’ve ever experienced.”

Gwallmai laughed softly. “Flatterer.”

“It’s true,” I insisted.

Gwallmai laughed again, and I looked down into her lovely face. Her cheeks were flushed, and her eyes were bright and soft. I kissed her gently, and she moaned a little bit under my mouth.

“I can taste myself,” she said with a breathless giggle.

“Then do you see what I’m talking about?” I smiled. “How delicious you are?”

“Mm, I’m not sure.” She pretended to think about it. “Maybe you should show me again.”

I chuckled, cupped her cheek in my hand, and kissed her again.

The kiss deepened, and Gwallmai’s tongue darted out to find mine. The wet heat of our tongues dancing together sent a shudder of desire down my spine.

I leaned closer to Gwallmai with the hot, hard length of my erection pressing between us, and my hands slid down her cheeks to her shoulders. I stroked my palms to her chest, and then I scooped her breasts up in my hands and raked my thumbs across her nipples.

“Mmm!” Gwallmai moaned. “Oh, fuck, yes!”

Her whole body shuddered, and goosebumps sprang up on her skin. Her nipples tightened into rosy pink buds, and I couldn’t resist the temptation to taste them. I bent my head to her chest and gathered first one and then the other nipple in my mouth and sucked on them like they were sweet pieces of candy.

“Ahhh!” Gwallmai gasped. “Yessss…”

I sucked on her nipples like I’d sucked on her clit. Gwallmai’s body responded to every movement of my lips, and she linked her hands together at the back of my neck. She arched her back to offer her breasts up to me even more, and she locked her legs around my waist to hold me close to her.

I let her nipples fall from my mouth long enough to ask her the question that was burning at the front of my mind.

“Is today a safe day?” I asked her in a hoarse voice.

“Yes.” Gwallmai nodded eagerly. “Cum inside me, Elliot. I love when you finish inside me.”

My fingers clenched around one of her breasts as her words sent my blood whirling through my veins. My cock was so hard, it almost hurt, and every millimeter of my skin was fizzing with sensation and raw from the heightened state of arousal I was in.

Gwallmai’s legs were locked around me so tightly, I couldn’t move, and I chuckled softly.

“You’re going to have to let me go,” I pointed out.

“Never.” She pouted.

“How can I get inside you if I can’t move?” I grinned.

“Fine.” Gwallmai relented.

She unwrapped her legs from around my waist, and I pushed her knees open and back. Her feet lifted up off the floor, and I leaned back for a moment just to get a peek at Gwallmai’s pussy.

“Damn,” I sighed in satisfaction as I gazed at what I wanted.

I stroked the silky smooth skin of Gwallmai’s inner thighs, and then I dragged the very tips of my fingers over her slippery heat. Her pussy lips were frilled and glistening with the juices of her arousal, and I loved seeing how wet she was for me.

I slid two fingers between her pussy lips to reveal the swollen bud of her clit. It throbbed under my touch, and Gwallmai let out a little squeak of frustrated need.

“Elliot,” she begged.

“What?” I asked playfully.

Gwallmai slammed her feet down on the floor, pushed herself up onto her elbows, and gave me a scowl.

“When you were talking about waiting until people were begging for you, I didn’t think you meant me!” she exclaimed.

Her outrage was so funny, I burst out laughing.

Gwallmai pouted, which only made it even funnier, but when she started to get up, I leaned over her and pressed her back onto the floor again.

“You’re right,” I told her. “I would never make you beg for me.”

“Yes, you would,” she argued with me. “You definitely would.”

“Maybe…” I trailed my fingers up her sternum and traced a circle around her left nipple. “Perhaps… But you would never beg like that, would you?”

Gwallmai bit her lower lip and stared at me stubbornly. “No.”

“You would never beg for me to fuck you.” I slid both hands around her breasts and pinched her nipples gently but insistently. “You would never do anything like that, would you?”

Gwallmai’s eyes squeezed tightly shut as I played with her nipples.

“No,” she gasped out. “No, I– I would never– I–”

She let out a moan as I pinched her nipples a little harder. I moved forward a little bit so she could feel my cock digging into her stomach, then reached down between our bodies to run my thumb over her pussy lips in a feather-light stroke.

“Goddess!” Gwallmai choked.

“What?” I asked innocently. “What are you saying?”

“Nothing!” she gasped. “I– I’m not–”

I pressed my thumb between her pussy lips and found the engorged bud of her clit.

“Fuck!” Gwallmai groaned. “Elliot!”

“What is it?” I murmured. “Something you want to ask?”

I leaned back over her and breathed out over her breasts. Her nipples somehow became even tighter, and Gwallmai sucked down her breath like she was in agony. But it was the best kind of agony.

I darted out my tongue and slid it lightly over first one and then the other nipple.

“Fuck!” Gwallmai wailed. “Elliot, please!”

“Please, what?” I murmured.

“Please fuck me,” she gasped out. “I need you, goddess. I’m so wet right now, I can’t take it. I need you inside me.”

“I’m sorry,” I said with an innocent frown. “I can’t hear you. What are you saying?”

Gwallmai grabbed my shoulders in a death grip. Her green eyes were stretched wide, and her pupils were gaping huge pools.

“Elliot,” she whined. “I’m begging you to fuck me.”

“Oh, is that what you were saying?” I grinned. “I had no idea.”

“Shut up,” she ordered me with a groan and a hazy smile.

I chuckled and slid my hands under Gwallmai’s hips. She threw her legs wide open for me, and I positioned myself at her entrance. The tip of my cock slid between her pussy lips, and Gwallmai let out a gasp that turned to a moan as I pressed my full length inside her.

“Fuck!” she gasped out. “Yes! Fuck!”

I groaned in pleasure as I sank deep into her. Gwallmai’s pussy was as hot as sunshine and as wet as the ocean, and the way her body opened up to let me in was a kind of magic that would never get old to me.

“Yeesss,” Gwallmai gasped. “Fuck, finally. That feels so good.”

“God, you’re so fucking wet,” I groaned. “Your pussy feels amazing.”

I thrust forward until I was balls deep, and then I began to move my hips back and forth. Gwallmai groaned in desire as I thrust in and out of her. I moved in slow, steady strokes.

Every movement was an orgy of sensation as Gwallmai’s pussy held my cock in its silken grip.

“Christ, you feel so good,” I muttered. “I love being inside you, Gwallmai.”

“I love feeling you inside me,” she added in a breathless voice. “It feels so good. It feels like we were made for each other.”

“Maybe we were,” I said. “Maybe we were meant to find each other.”

“I’d believe that.” She closed her eyes and threw her head back in ecstasy as I pushed myself in and out of her body.

My cock slid in and out of Gwallmai’s pussy, and our bodies joined together in a dance born of simple lust and affection. I cared so much about Gwallmai, and joining my body with hers so intimately made me feel closer to her than ever before. She was such a force of nature, and I was constantly in awe of her strength, heart, and abilities.

She was incredible.

I was so lucky to have her in my life.

As though she could feel the surge of emotions rising up inside me, Gwallmai began to moan louder. Her pussy walls were throbbing with every thrust of my cock, and she was getting closer to her climax.

“Yes,” she moaned. “Yes, that feels so good. Yes, Elliot, yes, oh, goddess, yes–”

Her breaths came in quick, shallow gasps. Her eyes screwed tightly shut, and she sank her teeth into her lower lip as her entire body clenched with pleasure.

“Ah!” she gasped out.

Her pussy walls grabbed at my cock and didn’t let go as she orgasmed. Gwallmai gasped, and her pussy became molten and slick with the pleasure I’d given her.

I gritted my teeth to hold back from following her over the edge. I wanted to make her finish one more time before we were done.

“Fuck!” Gwallmai breathed. “Don’t stop, Elliot!”

She grabbed hold of my shoulders and wrapped her legs around my waist to hold me inside her.

“Don’t stop,” she pleaded, and I obeyed her.

My movements became faster, and I increased the force of my thrusts. Soon, I was hammering into Gwallmai’s pussy like a jackhammer trying to crack open an asphalt sidewalk.

My hips pumped back and forth, our bodies clapped together, and Gwallmai reached above her head to brace herself against the wall. The movement pulled up her breasts so they were right in my eyeline, and the sight of their bobbing, bouncing weight only made me go even faster.

“Fuck!” I gritted out. “Yes!”

“Elliiiiooooot,” Gwallmai wailed. “Oh, fuck!”

I pounded into her, and she closed her eyes tightly as I filled her body with sensation.

“Fuuuuuck,” I ground out.

“I’m so close,” Gwallmai panted. “Don’t stop. Yes, fuck! Right there! Right there! Ooohhh!”

She dropped her head back, and her whole body arched up off the ground. She let out a sharp cry, and her pussy grabbed at my cock like it would never let it go. She quivered and shuddered, and her limbs spasmed in bliss as she reached her third orgasm.

Gwallmai’s pussy gripped me and held me fast inside her.

Feeling her cum for the third time was so intense, so powerful, so fucking glorious, I couldn’t hold back. My orgasm rushed through me and blindsided me.

“Fuck!” I choked out.

My fingers dug into Gwallmai’s hips and held her steady as the edges of my vision blurred. My hips jerked back and forth, and a hot spout of cum gushed out of my cock into Gwallmai’s pussy. I filled her up with my seed, and she moaned in satisfaction.

My heart was hammering as I sent myself completely inside Gwallmai, and my pulse pounded in my head.

“Fuck!” I gasped out again as Gwallmai took every drop of cum I had to give.

Then I pulled my cock out of her and sank back onto the floor, where I laid with my chest heaving and my breath coming in deep, wild gasps.

“Fuck,” I mumbled for the third time.

There was a movement nearby, and Gwallmai crawled over to me and rested her head on my chest. I put my arm around her shoulders and held her tightly, then kissed her forehead.

“Wow,” I whispered.

“That was so beautiful,” Gwallmai breathed. “I feel like I’ve run a race. And been to a holy temple.”

“What a combination,” I said with a chuckle.

“It’s a good one,” she assured me. “A very good one.”

“I’m glad to hear it.” I smiled at her, then leaned in for another kiss.

Our lips touched, and I savored the gentle joining of our mouths.

Gwallmai smiled at me and then yawned.

“I’m so sleepy,” she said.

“No wonder,” I replied. “We’ve had a long day.”

“Mm,” she agreed.

She stood up, stretched widely, and went back to the water jug. I joined her, and we cleaned ourselves up. After that, we pushed the straw mattresses together to make one big bed and cuddled underneath the blankets from our packs.

Gwallmai fell asleep almost at once, but I laid awake for a little while longer. I watched Gwallmai as she slept, and my heart felt very full of emotions.

I studied the slope of her nose, the curve of her slightly parted lips, and the doll-like way her thick black eyelashes curled up on her rosy cheeks, and a sense of deep peace filled my body and soul.

I was so privileged to know this woman. I still couldn’t believe this was my life, and that Gwallmai was a part of it in the way she was.

But as I gazed at her, I felt like I might start truly accepting the wonderful, amazing, exciting, unprecedented, unpredictable, incredible path my life had taken.

Finally, my own tiredness got the better of me. I buried my head on a fold of the blanket, closed my eyes, and slept deeply.

I woke up the next morning with the sun shining in through the waxed paper panes of the window. I stretched out my arms and legs until my joints popped, then laid for a moment and watched the diffused glow of the sun. The paper did a pretty good job at stopping the full force of the sun from coming into the room, and from how my stomach rumbled, I guessed it was a couple of hours past dawn.

Gwallmai was still sleeping.

I smiled softly at the sight of her so deep in slumber. It would take more than a bit of sunlight to wake her. I didn’t think I’d ever met anyone who slept as soundly as Gwallmai.

I sat up in the bed, stretched again, and went over to where I’d thrown my clothes the previous night. I got dressed, rolled up my blanket, and put it back in my pack, then leaned over Gwallmai and gently shook her shoulder.

“Gwallmai,” I said, and then I raised my voice a little louder. “Gwallmai. It’s time to get up.”

Gwallmai mumbled something incoherent and pressed her cheek deeper into the blanket.

I might regret what I was about to do later, but it would be the quickest way to move the situation forward. I went to the foot of the mattress, got a firm grip on the bottom of the blanket, and with one quick yank, dragged it out of Gwallmai’s grip.

Gwallmai let out a scream as her naked body was all at once exposed to the open air.

She sat up with her curly hair in wild disarray and her mouth stretched out in a comically intense look of horror.

“What happened?” she cried. “What–”

She saw the blanket in my hand, and her eyes widened.

“Come on,” I said. “It’s time to get up.”

“I can’t believe you did that!” Gwallmai gasped in genuine outrage. “What– Why would you do that to me?”

“I did try to wake you up more gently,” I said. “But you didn’t respond.”

Gwallmai pouted. “That’s it, I’m joining Vortigern’s side.”

I burst out laughing, then struggled to hold back my amusement as Gwallmai glared at me.

“Sorry,” I said. “But… you know how you are in the morning.”

“I am a goddamn delight in the morning,” Gwallmai growled.

She stood up from the mattress, snatched up her clothes, and quickly started getting dressed.

I rolled up her blanket and put it back in her pack so it was all ready to go by the time she’d finished getting ready.

I gave her a grin when I nodded toward our two packs ready by the door.

“Is that supposed to be an apology?” Gwallmai scowled.

“Maybe a little bit,” I chuckled.

Gwallmai shook her finger at me and clicked her tongue, but I could tell she’d forgiven me.

We went down the stairs to the main room of the tavern. It was pretty empty there, and we quickly found a table. The girl behind the counter was the same one from last night, and she greeted us with a yawn.

“Morning,” she said. “You want porridge, yeah?”

“Thank you,” I replied with my most charming smile.

Perhaps it worked because when she came back with two bowls of porridge, she also brought with her a small pot of fruit preserves to add on top. The preserves were sweet and delicious, and it felt like a real luxury to enjoy porridge with something extra in it.

Gwallmai and I ate our portions slowly and savored each bite.

About halfway through the meal, Liathan, Beric, and Guern came stumbling down the stairs and joined us at our table.

“Late night?” I grinned.

Beric closed his eyes and groaned.

“Goddess.” Guern looked pale. “Don’t speak to me.”

Liathan let out a grunt and waved his hand at the barmaid. She came over with more bowls of porridge and a jug of water.

The men looked very green at the sight of the porridge.

“Come on,” I encouraged them. “You’ll feel better once you’ve got some hot food inside you.”

“Will I?” Beric mumbled. “Curse you, Liathan. I never should have listened to you.”

Liathan just grunted and stabbed at his bowl of porridge with his spoon.

Gwallmai and I exchanged grins.

The men valiantly made their way through their bowls of porridge, and they did seem to feel a bit better by the time they’d finished. They were less pale, and Guern looked less likely to fall over the moment a strong breeze hit him. Liathan was still only communicating in grunts, but he managed a queasy smile when I asked him how he felt.

“That’s the spirit,” Gwallmai told him.

“Are you guys going to be okay for the walk back home?” I asked them.

“We’ll have to be,” Guern said with a sigh.

“We’ll be fine,” Beric assured me. “Right, Liathan?”

Liathan swallowed hard, nodded, and stood up from the table to indicate that he was ready to leave.

I waved goodbye to the barmaid, who gave me a grudging wave back that made me chuckle to myself, and I followed the others outside.

The city was in the full swing of morning business, and we were greeted by the shouts of men, the creak and groan of carts moving to and fro, and a cacophony of animal noises.

From the looks of things, we weren’t the only ones who’d stayed overnight in the city after the market and were going to be taking our purchases home today. On the way to collect the pigs and goats, we passed dozens of people driving sheep, goats, and cows in front of them, and other people with crates of chickens and ducks under their arms or in handcarts.

Some of the stalls were packing up so the traders could make their way home, but quite a few of them were still open, so I stopped off at one on the way and purchased enough bread and dried meat to keep us fed on the journey home. There was a basket of discounted old, stale loaves as well, and I purchased a couple of them for the animals to eat.

I hadn’t been totally sure about how we would manage to get the livestock home without them running away, but when we reached the pen where our two goats were, they were both wearing heavy leather collars around their necks. The seller handed us the ends of the rope leashes that were attached to the collars.

“There you go,” he said.

I took hold of the nanny goat’s lead, and she stared up at me with her rectangular-pupilled orange eyes.

“Hey,” I told her.

The nanny stared at me for a moment, then butted her head under my hand. I was surprised, but I scratched around her horns, and she seemed to like that.

Liathan took the billy goat’s lead, and we moved onto the pen where the piglets were kept. The goats seemed content to walk with us, and when we stopped by the pigpen, the nanny goat bumped her head against my hand again in a request for more head scratches.

“Hey,” I said with a chuckle. “You like that, huh?”

The goat blinked at me and leaned her body against my leg like a dog would.

“Aww,” Gwallmai cooed. “She likes you!”

“That’s good,” I said. “Hopefully, that’ll mean she behaves herself on the road home.”

Beric and Guern took charge of the piglets. The pigs were less excited about the idea of leaving their pen, and it was a bit of a struggle to get them out of the straw, but with the vendor’s help, soon the pigs had ropes tied around their necks so they could be led along.

The goats looked at the pigs’ antics with lofty expressions, and it was kind of funny to see how the piglets scrambled around and tried to drag the ropes out of the men’s hands while the goats walked sedately by our sides. It was like seeing the antics of a Cocker Spaniel next to an aloof Chow Chow.

It was a bit of a challenge getting the piglets away from the pens and out of the city, but once we’d passed through the gates of Durovernum and started walking on the Lasgoch road, they seemed to calm down a bit. The road stretched out ahead of us, and it was kind of like now that the piglets could see where we were going, they’d decided to behave themselves.

The goats’ sedate behavior also seemed to be setting a good example for them, and after a few hiccups where the biggest piglet tried to run off the road into the grass, the entire group settled into a comfortable rhythm.

We walked along at a good pace, and although the piglets started to slow down a little bit toward midday, once we’d stopped for lunch, given them bread and water, and let them snuffle around in the grass by the side of the road for a little bit, they seemed to recover their energy for the next leg of the journey.

“What shall we call them?” Gwallmai asked.

She was taking a turn holding the nanny goat’s lead.

“We can’t call the pigs anything,” I warned her. “They’re going to end up in the cooking pot, remember?”

“I know, I know,” Gwallmai said. “I’ve decided to have as little as possible to do with the pigs, so I don’t get upset when we have to slaughter them. But the goats are going to be around for a while, so we should give them names.”

“Yeah,” I conceded. “Well, what do you want to call them?”

“What are some good goat names?” Gwallmai asked the men.

Liathan was still only giving grunts as responses, so he just shrugged.

“I’ve never had goats before,” Guern replied.

“We had goats when I was little,” Beric said. “But we just called them Nanny and Billy.”

“Nanny and Billy?” Gwallmai wrinkled her nose in distaste. “That’s so… Well, I suppose it’s easy to remember.”

I could tell she’d been ready to say something a lot more crushing than that, so I gave her an encouraging smile when she looked around at me.

“Yes, I suppose they were a bit boring choices,” Beric admitted. “We should give these goats better names.”

“What about the nanny goat back at the fort?” I asked. “Has that one been given a name yet?”

“Cai calls her Snowdrop,” Guern said.

“That’s sweet,” Gwallmai said with a smile. “Maybe they should all be named after flowers.”

“This guy isn’t much like a flower,” I said with a chuckle as I nodded toward the billy goat.

He was walking with his head held high like he was on the red carpet.

“He’s more like a boulder,” Gwallmai agreed with a chuckle. “He needs a name that’s strong and dignified. A king’s name.”

“What are some good king names?” I asked. “I only know Vortigern and Macsen. And Arthur, of course.”

“That would be funny,” Gwallmai said with a giggle. “We start telling everyone about Arthur living in the fort, and when they want to come see him, we would tell them, ‘Oh, sorry, that’s just what we named our billy goat.’”

I snorted out a laugh. “That would be kind of funny.”

“What are the names of the kings where you come from, Elliot?” Guern asked.

“Well, the land where I come from doesn’t have a king,” I explained. “We started an entire revolution because we didn’t want a king. It was a whole thing.”

“So who rules your land?” Beric asked with interest.

“We have presidents,” I answered.

“Who was a mighty president?” he asked.

“Hmm, that’s a good question.” I thought about it for a minute. “George Washington was a pretty decent president. Abraham Lincoln was another one.”

“Jorrrrrrrrrrj,” Gwallmai sounded out. “What a strange name. What does it mean?”

“I don’t know,” I said with a shrug. “It’s just a name.”

“What was the other name?” Beric asked. “Bram?”

“Abraham Lincoln,” I replied.

“I like Abraham,” Beric said.

“Me, too,” Gwallmai agreed with a smile.

Guern and Liathan nodded in agreement.

“Alright, then.” I looked at the billy goat, who ignored all of this conversation and just stared ahead of him like all of it was beneath him. “Abraham, it is.”

“What about you, pretty lady?” Gwallmai cooed to the nanny goat. “What should your name be?”

“She could be a flower,” Beric said. “Rose. Daisy. Petal.”

“But she’s not soft,” Gwallmai said in a thoughtful tone. “She’s strong, too.”

“Maybe a different plant,” I suggested. “Bramble, maybe, or Blackberry.”

“Bramble!” Gwallmai exclaimed. “I love that!”

“Yeah.” Beric smiled. “I think that suits her.”

“Alright.” I nodded. “Abraham and Bramble.”

I reached over and scratched Bramble around her ears, and she looked up at me. Her face wasn’t very expressive, but I thought she seemed happy with the attention I was giving her. I’d tried scratching Abraham’s ears as well, but he seemed to think receiving pets was also beneath him.

We walked on for the rest of the day, and by the time the sun was going down, everyone in our party was very glad to stop walking. The goats seemed alright, but the piglets had been walking slower and slower until Beric picked up one of them and carried it in his arms for the last part of the walk.

“I’m not getting attached!” he insisted when he saw me looking at him. “I’m just carrying him!”

“I know,” I said in an amused tone. “We should stop now anyway, it’s getting dark.”

I remembered the manticore that had appeared on the journey to Durovernum, and we decided to camp on the side of the road that had the least amount of trees, so we wouldn’t be taken by surprise if any more monsters appeared out of the forest. There was a spot a little further up ahead that looked promising, and we dropped our packs there in the long grass.

Beric and Guern tied the pigs’ leads together and tied them all around a thin but sturdy sapling. We did the same with the goats’ leads as well, even though I didn’t think they would run away. They seemed pretty content to stay with us, probably because they were smart enough to realize they were safer with us.

We made sure all the animals had water, and we gave them each a little bit of bread from our packs. The goats started to graze on the long, tough grass as well, and the pigs followed their example and started snuffling around in the grass and tough little plants that grew along the roadside.

Guern started a fire, and we settled down to rest our aching feet while we divided up the dried meat I’d bought that morning in the city.

The sun slipped lower and lower down the horizon and painted the sky in bright streaks of red and pink. The sky right above us was covered with a dark, murky blue cloud, and the couple of trees behind us and ahead of us on the other side of the road were painted with dark shadows.

“I wonder how things are going at the fort,” Gwallmai said in a soft voice.

“I wonder if Prast has taken care of that plank like I told him to,” Guern said.

“I wonder if Cai is excited to see the goats,” Beric said.

“I wonder if Myrthin is lucid again,” I said.

“I guess we’ll find out tomorrow,” Gwallmai said with a sigh. “I just wish there was a way we could see what was happening there right now.”

I gave a wry smile.

It was true, at times like this, I did miss modern technology. It would have been super helpful if I could just call Bedwyr and ask how things were going.

The sun slid down the sky, and the light faded quickly. The trees were filled with shadows, and the dark blue cloud had spread across the sky, so there was no light from the stars or the moon. The fire illuminated a little distance, but it was still not a lot to see by.

I was about to mention to the others about deciding who should take shifts on watch when I noticed that both the goats had stopped grazing. They lifted their heads and stared into the darkness. They’d even stopped chewing.

I got to my feet cautiously.

“What is it?” Gwallmai asked. “Elliot?”

Before I could speak, a strange voice came out of the darkness.

OceanofPDF.com


Chapter 10

“Hello?” the voice called. “We mean you no harm.”

The others jumped to their feet in alarm.

The goats flapped their ears, and Abraham let out a hoarse bleat.

“Who’s there?” I demanded.

My hand went to my belt and the handle of my sword.

“Travelers,” the voice replied. “We’re going to Durovernum.”

I glanced at the others, and they nodded.

“Alright,” I said. “Come into the light so we can see you.”

There was a rustle of clothing, and three people stepped into the circle of firelight. They were Prydanan, and they wore simple clothes like the kind of thing we were all wearing. They didn’t appear to be armed, and their eyes fixed on the sword at my belt with expressions of alarm.

“We don’t have any weapons,” the woman said quickly.

She’d been the one who’d called to us out of the dark. She looked like she was in her early sixties, with a lined face and gray hair in two long plaits that hung over her shoulders.

The second member of the group was a big, bald man who looked like he was in his mid-forties. He was a huge guy who was both tall and broad. He was well over six feet tall, his shoulders were as big as a bull’s, and his arms bulged with muscles.

The third and final member of the group was a little boy. He was maybe eight years old, and he had a thin, pale face with huge blue eyes that stared out from underneath his mop of shaggy black hair. He looked like the ghost of a sickly Victorian-era child.

“Alright,” I replied. “We do have weapons, but we’re not looking for any trouble.”

“We’ve been traveling all day,” the woman said. “We saw the light of your fire and wondered if we could share your camp for the night. It’s safer to be in a group.”

“Alright.” I nodded. “Come and sit down.”

“Thank you.” The woman smiled in relief. “I am Anwyn. This is Lawt, the chief’s brother of my village. And this is my son, Emrys.”

Lawt inclined his huge bald head to us in a nod of greeting.

“Well met, fellow travelers,” he said in a gravelly voice.

Emrys silently stared at us with his huge eyes. He looked so strange, I wondered if he was able to talk at all. He was very skinny, the bones in his wrists seemed to stick out prominently, and his whole demeanor was of someone fragile who’d been sick for a while.

“Well met,” I replied. “I’m Elliot. This is Gwallmai, Liathan, Beric, and Guern.”

Everyone nodded and smiled at each other in greeting, and then our new companions settled themselves on the ground around the fire.

“So,” Beric said in a friendly tone, “you’re going to Durovernum?”

Anwyn glanced at Lawt.

There was a pause just a second too long before Lawt replied.

“Yes,” he said.

There was another pause.

“We’ve just come from there,” Beric said. “We went to buy things at the market.”

“Oh, yes,” Anwyn said. “I heard there was a big market happening there recently.”

“You’ll have just missed it,” Gwallmai said with a smile. “Which is a shame because it was a lot of fun.”

“Yes,” Anwyn said. “I imagine it must be. And where are you headed now?”

“Back home,” Gwallmai said, and she pointed toward Camelot. “We live along the coast. Do you know the area?”

“No,” Anwyn said. “We live further inland.”

“Why are you–” Gwallmai began to ask, but Lawt interrupted her.

“You went to Durovernum to buy goats?” he asked, and he spoke to me instead of to Gwallmai.

“Yes,” I replied.

“And pigs,” Beric added.

“Not much grazing along the coast, is there?” he said.

“No,” Beric replied. “But goats are hardy. They can survive just about anywhere.”

“There’s enough grazing for a few animals,” Guern added.

“We have a cow,” Beric said. “She seems to be doing well.”

Lawt grunted. “Never had much luck with livestock.”

“What have you had luck with?” I asked him.

Lawt and Anwyn exchanged glances.

“Barley,” he said after a moment. “What’s the soil like in your village? Chalky, I imagine?”

“We’re thinking of planting oats,” Guern said with a nod. “I hope they’ll do alright in the chalk.”

The conversation carried on like that for a little while. I stayed mostly silent and watched the three new arrivals. The longer the conversation went on, the more obvious the pattern was. Every time anyone asked Lawt or Anwyn a direct question about themselves, they would exchange glances like they were asking permission from each other to speak. Then they would give a monosyllabic response and redirect attention from themselves by encouraging one of us to talk.

It was a strange dynamic, and it was made even stranger by the little boy, Emrys, who uttered not a single word or sound and stared at us with unblinking blue eyes.

At least, that’s what I thought was happening.

But then I realized he wasn’t staring at all of us.

He was only staring at me.

I tried to ignore it for a while because I didn’t want it to seem like I had beef with a strange child, but eventually, it became so pointed, I couldn’t ignore it any longer.

I shifted my attention from the fire and met Emrys’ blue gaze.

For a long, long moment, the kid and I locked eyes with each other.

The talk around us seemed to fade. My ears filled with a weird, high-pitched ringing sound, and pressure seemed to build in my skull, and my skin tingled all over.

The kid’s blue eyes seemed to grow bigger and bigger, and when the fire leaped up in a crackling burst of flame, the light reflected in his eyes like a cat’s, but with a purple glow instead of silver.

I blinked.

I opened my mouth to say something.

But then the kid’s head jerked back on his shoulders. His whole body seemed to spasm like he was choking, his eyes bulged out of his head, and his skinny limbs flailed around like a worm on a hook.

“Emrys!” Anwyn cried.

In a flash, she was on her knees. She gently laid her son down on his back on the ground, and she leaned over him in a protective motion.

Emrys’ jaw snapped shut with an audible clack of his teeth. He sucked down his breath through flared nostrils. Suddenly, his mouth popped open, and words spilled like vomit from his lips.

“A man!” His little voice was pitched unnaturally high, and it cracked on every other word. “He is here! See the man! See him! This is all we see, and all we do, and everything we are and am is here! We are here! We are all here right now!”

“Emrys, Emrys, hush. It’s alright, you’re safe,” Anwyn said in a soothing voice. “Let it out.”

“He is here!” Emrys hissed. “He has come! He stepped through the skin of the worlds and landed here. Welcome, sire. Welcome to the king. All hail. The king is dead. Long live the king.”

A chill ran down my spine as I stared at the spasming, babbling child on the ground.

He sounded like Myrthin.

He sounded like the enchanter we’d seen in Durovernum.

In fact, he sounded exactly like the enchanter in Durovernum.

I was pretty sure the enchanter had used that exact same phrase about stepping through the skin of the worlds and landing here.

This kid was an enchanter.

Anwyn cradled Emrys’ head in her lap and stroked his cheeks with gentle hands. She leaned over him until her braids brushed against his chest, and she held him in that protective cocoon like she was trying to protect him against the whole world.

I glanced around at the others to see if they’d noticed exactly what was going on.

Guern and Beric looked a little embarrassed to be witnessing what they thought was a sick child having an episode. But Gwallmai and Liathan had matching expressions of shock on their faces, and they stared back at me in horror.

I looked back at Emrys and his mother to see Anwyn staring at us with a fierce expression in her dark eyes.

“Well?” she demanded.

“Well…” I shrugged helplessly. “Is he, uh, is he sick?”

“He’s special.” Anwyn lifted her head proudly. “He’s magic.”

I stared at her in amazement.

“You’re admitting it?” Gwallmai blurted out. “But–”

“My son speaks the truth,” Anwyn said. “He will be an enchanter, and a very powerful one. He’s not even ten years old, and he’s been having visions of the future since his third year.”

“That was a vision?” Beric asked.

His tone was skeptical, and I was glad he hadn’t made the connection between the boy’s rambling and Myrthin’s madness.

“Of course!” Anwyn said fiercely. “It takes a little while to learn what Emrys says when the magic takes him, but once you do, you see that what he says is perfectly clear.”

“And what does he say?” I asked.

I didn’t want to ask the question because I knew what the answer would be. But I couldn’t not ask it. The cat was out of the bag now, and it would look more suspicious if I wasn’t interested in what a little boy prophet had to say.

Anwyn smiled, but it was Lawt who answered.

“He tells us of the destined king,” the big man said.

Lawt leaned forward, and his intense eyes looked around the fire at each of us.

“You’ve heard the stories,” he said. “You know the prophecy. We’ve all waited to hear news about what would happen next, and most of us had given up hope of anything ever coming to pass. I know I’d given up on the prophecy ever coming true, but then Emrys told us that the king would return. And soon.”

“At first, we thought he was just repeating what he’d already heard,” Anwyn said. “Prophecies, destined kings, swords, it’s all very exciting for a little boy. But then Emrys’ visions became more urgent. They changed. He insisted the king was coming very soon. Then he told us the king was here. He’d come to Loegres, exactly like Myrthin’s prophecy said he would.”

“But how can you know for sure?” I asked. “How do you know this is true?”

“Because my son has told the truth on many occasions,” Anwyn said with deep-seated pride. “He has saved us from Saec raids by warning us the ships were nearby. He has told us what weather to expect every season so we know what crops to plant. He has told us which partnerships would be blessed with children and which ones wouldn’t. There is nothing he says that hasn’t come true.”

“Right,” I said faintly.

“Is that why you’re going to Durovernum?” Gwallmai asked. “To take him to the street of enchanters?”

Anwyn and Lawt exchanged another one of their private glances. Then Anwyn lifted her chin and flicked her braids back behind her shoulders in a quick, determined gesture.

“We’re going to Durovernum to tell everyone the good news,” she said. “That the king has returned. That he is here in Loegres and will soon make himself known to us all.”

My stomach lurched.

There was a sour taste in my mouth as my mind raced through all the ways this could go horribly wrong.

“Isn’t that going to be dangerous?” I tried to speak calmly. “What will Vortigern do once he hears you’re telling people this?”

“He may try to stop us,” Lawt said. “But he won’t be able to. Once the news spreads, it won’t be easily stamped out. It will be like the spark in dry grass that starts the roaring forest fire.”

“Fires can easily spread out of control and take out everyone,” I pointed out. “Even the people who start them.”

Lawt smiled. “When I first heard Emrys tell us the king was here in Loegres, I didn’t know what our next steps would be. But then Anwyn came to me and told me she was convinced we had to spread the word of what Emrys had seen. Because it wasn’t just news. It was hope.”

The guy’s dark eyes shone with an enthusiasm that bordered on fanaticism.

I got where he was coming from. Hell, this was basically a repeat of the conversation I’d had with the others last night, but I was still surprised that two adults would drag a kid into this. A kid who was probably out of it most of the time, if his magic was anything like Myrthin’s. How could he agree to something like this? Did he really want to be dragged to a strange city and made to spout his visions before crowds, especially when it would mean risking the king’s wrath to do so?

It didn’t sit right with me at all, but consent wasn’t an especially well-known thing around here.

This wasn’t just politics. This was about how Anwyn was choosing to raise her child, and I didn’t think it would end well if I tried to butt in on that topic.

Gwallmai had no such reservations.

“Is that what Emrys wants to do?” she asked bluntly.

I winced a little, but Anwyn didn’t seem bothered.

“On the occasions when Emrys is lucid,” she said in a calm tone, “he has agreed it’s very important to spread the word of what he’s seen.”

“But it wasn’t his idea,” Gwallmai said.

“We would never do anything to put Emrys in danger,” Lawt growled. “He’s the prophet of our village.”

“He’s also just a little boy,” Gwallmai said in a very cold voice.

“We’re just concerned,” I said quickly, and I threw Gwallmai a warning glance.

Back when Gwallmai, Bedwyr, and I had accompanied the villagers to the fort, we’d run into some trouble on the road, and a bunch of the kids had gotten lost. They’d ended up running into the magical forest of Broceliande, which was how we’d discovered Excalibur was within our grasp. I’d still been getting to know Gwallmai at that point, and we’d butted heads a few times, but an important moment had happened when we’d found the kids and tried to get them to talk about what had happened in the forest. Gwallmai had opened up about her little brother, Esca, who’d drowned in an accident when he was only seven years old.

Emrys looked like he could be about the same age as Esca had been when he died.

It was clear Emrys’ situation had touched a nerve in Gwallmai, and I didn’t want her to say something in the heat of the moment that she might regret later.

“It’s a lot to put on a child,” I said. “Especially when there’s the danger of the king finding out about what you’re doing.”

“I understand that,” Anwyn said. “But he’s my son. And he wouldn’t have been given these visions if he wasn’t meant to share them.”

I wasn’t sure about that, either.

From the way the enchanter in Durovernum had acted, and the way Myrthin was in constant danger of falling into delirium, I was starting to think magic in Prydain was more like a disability than a gift. Sure, it was cool to know what the future held, but was it worth the cost of never having a normal life?

I guessed there were always people who wanted to be remarkable above anything else, and they would happily give up a normal life to be extraordinary. So long as they were the ones making that choice, it didn’t bother me.

But at the same time, it wasn’t like not going to Durovernum would stop Emrys’ visions. From the little I’d seen about how magic worked, it seemed like it was just a thing that happened to a person, and it didn’t matter what they did or didn’t do. Myrthin had been living in relative peace and comfort, and he’d still relapsed.

Perhaps it didn’t matter to Emrys if he endured his visions at home or in the city, or with only his mother as an audience, or in front of a huge crowd of strangers.

I shook my head in confusion at it all.

There didn’t seem to be a simple answer.

“I know it’s a hard thing to understand,” Anwyn said in a soft voice. “Believe me, it’s been a journey to get my head around everything that Emrys is and what he can do. But I really, truly, honestly believe the goddess gave Emrys to me for a reason, and that his visions are a gift we’re not meant to ignore. I wouldn’t change a thing about him.”

I looked at the limp figure of the little boy cradled in his mother’s lap. His eyes were half-closed, and his eyelashes fluttered every so often. He was mostly still and silent now, but occasionally his hands would clench into fists, or his legs would kick out. His lips moved, but if he was speaking, it was in a whisper too quiet for me to make out any words.

I wondered what Emrys would do if given the chance. Would he give up his visions? Swap it all for the chance to be a normal little boy?

It was easy for his mother to state she wouldn’t change anything, but she wasn’t the person being robbed of their childhood.

I told myself it didn’t matter what Anwyn would or wouldn’t change. The kid had magic, end of story.

But a part of me couldn’t help but wonder if that really was the end of the story. What if there was a cure? Or what if there was something the boy could take that might dampen his visions enough for him to live a relatively normal life?

Silence had fallen over the camp.

Gwallmai was chewing hard on her lower lip, and her face was set in a furious mask. I could tell she was dying to say more and really go to town on Anwyn for her parenting choices, and I was proud of her that she was able to hold back.

I shuffled a little closer to her so I could nudge her shoulder with mine.

She looked around quickly, like she’d forgotten other people were there, and I gave her an encouraging smile. She gave a small smile back and leaned her head against my shoulder.

Beric, Liathan, and Guern were staring into the fire. It seemed like they’d made the decision not to get involved in the discussion in any way whatsoever, and I was kind of glad. Lawt might not be armed, but that didn’t mean he wouldn’t be a dangerous opponent to face in a fight.

And now that I thought about it more, it was kind of insane to me that he and Anwyn would take Emrys into the city without having at least some kind of weapon with them.

I secretly watched Lawt as he tipped his head back to watch the clouds drift across the stars. The big guy wore a belt around his waist to keep his pants up, just like I did, and there were a few pouches attached to the belt that could have held a small weapon inside. A sling, perhaps, or a very small knife. Or he could be wearing another belt underneath his tunic. That was a method I’d used before when I didn’t want anyone else to know I was carrying a weapon.

It seemed crazy that they wouldn’t have a weapon of some kind with them, but then their whole mission seemed kind of crazy to me. So maybe they really weren’t carrying anything.

Still, there was no way to be sure.

The only thing I was sure about was that I would be glad to see the backs of these people.

“Well,” I said, and I gave an elaborate stretch. “We’ve got an early start tomorrow, so we should probably turn in.”

“Alright,” Anwyn said, and Lawt nodded.

“We’re going to keep watch,” I said. “So you don’t need to worry about staying safe during the night.”

“Thank you,” Anwyn said, and there was genuine gratitude in her voice. “Thank you, as well, for letting us share your fire and your company tonight. Truly, it means a lot.”

“No problem,” I said with a smile. “We’ve got to keep each other safe, don’t we?”

Anwyn nodded enthusiastically. “Exactly. That’s what I said.”

Lawt took out three blankets from his pack, and Anwyn carefully covered Emrys with one of them, and then laid down by his side. Everyone settled down, and as I reached over to put another log on the fire, Liathan spoke for the first time that day.

“Wake me in a couple of hours, Elliot,” he said. “For the next watch.”

The blacksmith’s eyes locked onto mine, and we exchanged small nods with each other. Liathan didn’t trust these people any more than I did, but he had my back.

I’d kind of known that already, but it was a comfort to have it confirmed. I sat on watch with my blanket pulled around my shoulders and watched the clouds drift over the stars for the next couple of hours.

A fox yipped somewhere nearby, and a couple of times, a small woodland creature snuffled in the trees. My watch passed without any trouble, and I woke Liathan when it was his turn to take a shift.

He woke up instantly and sat up.

“Any trouble?” he asked in a whisper.

I shook my head. “Just a fox, but it didn’t come close.”

I settled down in my blanket next to Gwallmai and glanced up to see Liathan’s comforting bulk on the other side of the fire. He glanced through the flames and gave me a reassuring nod.

I closed my eyes and let the events of the day carry me into a deep sleep.

I woke up when a log fell over in the fire with a crack. I opened my eyes and saw the gray light of dawn. The goats and pigs were snuffling quietly in the grass on the side of the road, and Bramble lifted her head as I stirred in my blanket.

The smoke from the dying fire curled away into the pale sky, and Guern stood up from his watch position, stretched widely, and yawned.

He saw I was awake and leaned over to speak quietly to me.

“Should I wake the others?” he whispered.

I nodded. “Let’s get out of here.”

Our new companions were still asleep in their blankets, so we decided to leave the remains of the fire for them to tend to. If they woke up in the next hour or two, they’d be able to coax it back into a proper blaze.

The uneasy atmosphere of the night before seemed to have affected everyone, and even Gwallmai woke up quickly. She nodded when I whispered to her that we were leaving, and she immediately rose and started rolling up her blanket. Beric untethered the goats and pigs, and he and Guern took hold of the pigs while Liathan and I took the goats.

In a few minutes, we were ready to go.

I felt a rush of relief as we stepped back onto the Lasgoch road and left the strangeness of last night behind us. We were on our way home, and we should be able to reach the fort before nightfall.

I glanced behind me one final time at the camp.

A chill ran down my spine.

Emrys was awake. He had shuffled free from his mother’s embrace and was sitting upright with his blanket down around his waist. His blue eyes looked purple in the dawn light, and they were fixed on me.

For a second, I had the urge to go to him, to wrestle him out of his mother’s control, and take him back to the fort with us.

The kid’s huge eyes seemed to drill into me. His thin, pale lips were pressed together, and the shadows under his eyes were as dark as bruises.

Bramble butted her head under my hand, and the strange spell broke.

I sucked in a lungful of cool, smoky dawn air, turned away from the camp and the lost, helpless, powerful little boy, and started walking home.

My thoughts were occupied with everything that had happened in Durovernum, and as I walked, my mind kept turning everything over and over. The enchanter, the conversation we’d had in the tavern about revealing myself, and finally the fate of the strange little boy and his mother.

Things felt like they’d become a lot more complicated in the time since we’d left the fort. I was still determined to carry on with my same approach of waiting before making myself known to Vortigern, but now I knew there were people in Durovernum actively spreading the news about my arrival.

The city had already been swapping rumors and talking about the prophecy, so this would only fuel the fire. There was also the question of whether or not Emrys would share the news of my identity with his mother and Lawt. The way he’d been staring at me so intently, I had to assume that he knew exactly who and what I was. Whether he would share it with the rest of his party was another thing entirely.

And I couldn’t tell which outcome would be preferable.

A wry smile quirked my mouth at that thought.

I guessed the only people who might be able to guess the outcome were people like Emrys and the enchanter we’d met.

I shook my head, scratched Bramble around her horns, and kept walking.

We’d set off so early in the morning that we made great progress along the road, and we reached the end of the Lasgoch road well before sunset. The sky was still blue as we stepped off the Lasgoch road and onto the worn trail that ran along the top of the cliff to reach the fort. The breeze that met us smelled strongly of salt water and seaweed, and it was a welcome relief from the heat of the road.

“Oh, that’s nice,” Gwallmai sighed.

Loose tendrils of her hair stuck to her forehead with sweat, and her cheeks were pink under the heat of the sun.

“Think how good it’ll be to dive into the ocean,” I said with a grin.

“Oh, goddess, yes.” Gwallmai nodded. “I can’t wait.”

The comforting, solid shape of the fort rose up on the cliff in front of us, and our pace quickened a little at the sight of it. Even the animals seemed to realize we were almost at the end of our journey, and the piglets rallied and hurried forward to the end of their leads in an attempt to cover ground more quickly.

When we got closer, I spotted the small figures of the sentries on the wall. They’d evidently already spotted us, and they waved eagerly.

I waved back and then lifted my eyebrows in surprise as someone burst out of the fort gates. The person hurtled around the side of the fort and charged toward us.

“Who’s that?” Gwallmai asked with a frown.

“Oh, shit,” I realized. “It’s Myrthin.”
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Chapter 11

Myrthin covered the distance between the fort and our group with a surprising amount of speed for such an old man.

He staggered to a halt in front of us and grabbed my arm. He was gasping for breath, and his yellow eyes were bloodshot. I was prepared for more raving, but when he spoke, it was in his normal voice.

“Elliot!” he gasped. “Thank the goddess you’re back!”

“Myrthin!” I greeted him in delight. “You’re feeling better!”

“Elliot,” Myrthin wheezed. “They’re coming. Vortigern’s sons are coming to the fort to seek out the prophesied king.”

“Oh, yeah, we know.” I nodded. “That already happened.”

“What?” Myrthin dropped my arm and stared at me in shock. “Already?”

“Yeah.” I nodded. “You’ve been out of it for several days, Myrthin. You told us someone was coming, but we didn’t know who exactly you were talking about. But yeah, Vortimer and Catigern came here a few days ago. They said they were searching for news about the destined king, so they questioned us all, and then we wined and dined them, and they left.”

“They left.” Myrthin blinked. “They came. And then they left. Already?”

“Yep,” I said.

“Are you sure?” he persisted. “It doesn’t feel like that’s happened yet.”

“Yeah,” I said again. “Sorry. I guess it’s disorientating for you. You lost a few days there. But they came, and they left.”

“Hmm.” Myrthin frowned to himself, and then he seemed to take in everything else that was going on and stared at the animals. “Why do you have goats?”

“We went to the market in Durovernum,” I answered.

“You went to Durovernum and back!” he exclaimed. “And all that while I was insensible!”

“Yes,” I said. “Sorry.”

“Ach, no.” He shook his head. “It’s not your fault.”

I still felt sorry for him. It was another sign to me about what a double-edged sword magic was. It might seem like a cool power to have, but in reality, it was just as likely to ruin someone’s life.

I slapped him lightly on the shoulder.

“Come on,” I said. “Let’s go back.”

“Mm,” he said.

He looked at the ground with a morose expression, and I held out Bramble’s lead for him to take. He looked at it like I’d just offered him a rattlesnake.

“What’s this?” he demanded.

“Bramble,” I replied with a smile. “She’s friendly.”

“Hmm,” Myrthin grunted. “Well. Cai will like her, I suppose.”

He took the end of the rope, and we started walking back to the fort. Myrthin kept staring at Bramble like she might bite him, and Bramble flapped her ears in a total lack of concern about anything else going on.

As soon as we got closer to the gate, the rest of the villagers came out to meet us.

“Goats!” Cai yelled at the top of his lungs. “And pigs!”

He shoved his way through the crowd to reach us and dropped to his knees in front of Bramble. She looked at him warily, and Cai gently reached out and scratched her face. She closed her eyes in satisfaction as she accepted his caress and butted her head against his hand to ask for more.

Cai laughed and stood up.

I smiled as Myrthin handed him Bramble’s lead.

“Do you want to help Beric and Guern get the animals settled in?” I asked.

“Yes, please!” Cai exclaimed in excitement.

He hurried off with Beric to turn them loose in the paddock, which now had a fully finished fence.

Bedwyr had been waiting for Cai and the other villagers to finish their welcome, and now she stepped forward with her hazel eyes shining.

“Elliot,” she said in a voice full of affection.

I smiled at her, caught her in my arms, and kissed her, then I wrapped my arms around her. She hugged me back, and I rested my head against hers with a sigh of satisfaction.

“It’s so good to be back,” I whispered. “I missed you.”

“I missed you, too,” she replied and kissed my cheek, then went to give Gwallmai a hug. “But it looks like your trip was successful.”

“Yes, it was,” I said. “We’ve got so much to tell you.”

“Well, come and sit down first.” Bedwyr took my hand and led me into the fort. “Rodda is cooking soup.”

Rodda was standing by the fire and stirring the pot hanging over the flames. She smiled in welcome as we came to the fire and sat down.

“I couldn’t leave the soup,” she said with a note of apology in her voice. “Otherwise, I would have come to greet you with the others.”

“That’s alright,” I said with a smile, and I groaned happily as I took the weight off my feet. “Mm, that soup smells amazing.”

“Some of the children managed to catch more fish,” she said. “We’ve put some aside to smoke, and the rest have been keeping us fed.”

“We got piglets in the market,” Gwallmai said. “So we can have pork in the winter.”

“Oh, that’ll be amazing!” Rodda gave a delighted smile. “Perfect.”

“We’ve been making progress on planting the seeds we got from Phanes and his traders,” Bedwyr told me. “Obviously, there’s not much to see there yet, but if you want, I can show you what we’ve done after we’ve eaten.”

“Sounds good,” I said with a smile. “We’re going to have to prioritize crops now that we’ve got livestock to feed as well. Though Beric did say the goats and pigs would be able to forage for a lot of what they need, and the pigs will eat almost any scraps we give them.”

“It won’t hurt to give them extra,” Bedwyr agreed. “Especially if we want the nanny in good enough condition that she can have kids.”

“Mm, goat milk,” Gwallmai said with a happy sigh. “Goat cheese. I can’t wait.”

“I don’t think I’ve ever tried goat milk,” I said.

“Really?” Gwallmai gasped. “Oh, it’s delicious.”

“Better than cow milk?” I asked.

“Yes,” Gwallmai said in a firm voice.

Bedwyr smiled and made a “maybe” gesture with her hand.

“Well, I guess I’ll find out for myself,” I said with a chuckle.

The smell of the soup rose up with the smoke of the fire toward the darkening sky. The other villagers gathered around the fire, and they shared updates on what had been going on while we were away in the city.

Prast had done all the tasks Guern had left for him, the paddock fence had been finished, and the chicken coop was almost complete. There was a patch of earth behind the buildings that had been used to grow crops by the previous inhabitants of the fort. Bedwyr had overseen the weaving of a small fence to keep the chickens and Snowdrop, the goat, out, as well as weeding and taking rocks and stones out of the ground so it would be ready for planting.

Liathan’s wife, Nessan, had organized the children in collecting armfuls of seaweed from the beach. They’d piled them in a heap near the paddock, just outside the fort wall, and had added in the cow’s manure along with shovelfuls of the chicken and goat droppings, along with weeds, old egg shells, seaweed from the beach, and ashes from the fire. We now had the beginnings of a very serviceable compost pile.

Soon the soup was ready, and Rodda ladled out helpings for everyone. There were bannocks to go along with the soup, and Rilla and the children had foraged more wild greens as well. The soup was salty and full of flavor, and the chunks of fish in the broth were delicious.

I ate my fill, put my bowl on the ground, drank my flagon of water, and leaned back in my seat with a deep sigh of contentment.

“Mm,” I said with a sleepy grin at Rodda. “That was amazing, Rodda, thank you.”

“You’re welcome, King Elliot.” Rodda bobbed her head with a happy smile.

“Once we’ve finished, I can show you the planting we’ve done,” Bedwyr said. “But I was thinking, eventually, we’re going to need to expand our crops beyond the fort walls.”

“What about animals?” I questioned.

“We can make fences to protect the crops against animals,” Bedwyr replied. “And make scarecrows to fend off any birds that try to eat them. The children can make regular patrols to scare off animals as well.”

“Hmm.” I nodded. “Well, I want to prioritize the crops we can grow inside the fort, since we can better protect them from animals and control the environment they’re growing in, so they have a better chance of making it. I don’t want to waste any seeds, and this year is going to be the hardest one because we’re going to have to learn through trial and error which crops grow best in the soil here.”

“Alright.” Bedwyr nodded. “I’ve been talking to Nessan and Tara about it, and they’ve got some good ideas about crops we could grow in a bigger pasture. Maybe next season.”

I nodded, then looked over at Myrthin, who was scraping his spoon over the bottom of his bowl.

“Myrthin,” I said. “Why don’t you come with us?”

“And look at bare ground?” he retorted. “My life is already a barren wasteland.”

“Myrthin,” Bedwyr protested. “Why would you say something like that?”

The old man shrugged his bony shoulders. “What’s the point of having these visions if I can’t even warn you until after the fact?”

“But it did help,” I said. “It helped us to be extra alert and on the lookout for anything suspicious coming our way.”

“And how to hide me while the princes were here?” Myrthin lifted one black eyebrow. “Oh, yes. I know what I’m like when the magic takes me. How did you explain me away?”

“I said you were my uncle,” Bedwyr said. “And that you were in chronic pain, so we kept you dosed with sleep syrup.”

“And that worked, did it?” he asked.

“Well…” Bedwyr hesitated a moment.

“What?” Myrthin demanded. “What happened?”

“You might have taken all your clothes off and given Vortimer a bear hug he couldn’t get out of,” I said.

Myrthin’s yellow eyes bulged. He stared at me in silent outrage for a long moment, and then he seemed to deflate. He shook his head.

“I shouldn’t be surprised anymore,” he said.

“Has that, uh, happened before?” I asked him.

He rolled his eyes. “Not that specifically. But, yes, I’ve been known to, um, well, make situations uncomfortable in the past.”

“I mean, I thought it was hilarious,” Gwallmai said. “Vortimer hated it, but you know what, I think even Catigern was amused.”

“He was,” I agreed with a grin at the memory. “Of all the things you could have done, Myrthin, I think that helped convince them that you were just a sick old man.”

“I am a sick old man,” Myrthin said in a gloomy voice. “You know, when I went into the crystal cave to hide away from my enemies, part of me was actually relieved about it. It meant I had an excuse to hide away from everyone, so I didn’t have to explain or make excuses anymore. The visions come, and they come, and they come. They don’t stop. And sometimes I’m too tired of dealing with them to make excuses anymore.”

I exchanged a worried glance with Bedwyr. I’d never heard Myrthin sound so despondent before. I wondered if it was because he’d enjoyed such a long period of lucidity since we’d found him. I could guess how it would be hard to deal with feeling like he was making progress and being a normal person, and then all at once, having that progress reset without any warning.

“Myrthin,” I said. “Do you want to go for a walk along the cliff after Bedwyr shows me what’s been planted? I want to tell you about everything that happened in Durovernum. I think you’ll be interested.”

Myrthin shrugged, then sighed.

“Yes,” he said. “The fresh air will do me good.”

“Great.” I got to my feet. “We won’t be long.”

I nodded to Bedwyr, and she stood up to join me.

“I’ve never seen him like this before,” Bedwyr said to me in a low voice as we walked away from the fireside. “He seems really discouraged.”

“I was thinking the exact same thing,” I said. “I guess the visions really take a toll on him.”

“Yes,” Bedwyr sighed, then attempted a small smile as we reached the back of the fort, where she and the other women had been preparing the ground. “Here. This is where we planted.”

“Nice,” I said with a nod.

The rough patch of ground was now a rectangle of smooth earth behind a small woven fence. There were neat furrows marked with stones and shells to show where the seeds had been planted, and as I looked over at the area, I realized the full truth of what Bedwyr had been telling me.

“You’re right,” I said. “Eventually, we’re going to have to expand our garden outside of the fort.”

“Yes, you see.” Bedwyr nodded. “I’ve picked a spot near the fort wall that I think would be a good place to plant.”

“Great,” I said. “So walk me through what you’ve planted here.”

“Alright.” Bedwyr leaned over the fence and pointed to each of the furrows in turn. “This big area here is all oats. This is barley. And these furrows here are flax and beans.”

“Wow,” I said. “Did all of this come from trading with Phanes?”

“The beans and the flax came from him,” Bedwyr replied. “But the oats and the barley were left over from last year’s harvest. People from both villages contributed.”

“Nice,” I said. “Well done, this looks great.”

“Thank you,” Bedwyr said with a smile. “Do you want to see the spot outside where I think we could expand?”

“Yeah, okay,” I said. “Let’s get Myrthin on the way.”

We went back to the fire where Myrthin and Gwallmai were sitting. The two of them accompanied us out of the fort, and Bedwyr showed us the place she thought would work as a field. I agreed that it would work well, and we decided to mark it off with stakes tomorrow in anticipation of when we would be able to start work on preparing the soil for planting.

Myrthin was silent the entire time. I glanced at him as we moved away from the fort, and then started telling him and Bedwyr everything that had happened in Durovernum. Gwallmai chipped in with extra details, and Myrthin’s eyes grew wider and wider with every word.

“How dare she!” he exploded when I’d finished telling them about Emrys and how his mother was planning to share his visions with the world. “She has no idea how that will affect him! That child will be ruined for life!”

“What do you mean?” Gwallmai asked quickly.

“Magic is a muscle,” Myrthin said in a grim tone. “Oh, it’s a gift and a curse, and all of that as well. Often, you either have it or you don’t, and you can’t get rid of it, as far as I know. But the more you lean into it, the more you embrace the visions, the easier it gets to have them. There are things you can take as well, to bring on visions, and to make them happen more frequently, and with more clarity.”

“So, what, do you think they’re drugging him?” Gwallmai’s green eyes were stretched wide in horror.

“We don’t know that for sure,” I cut in quickly. “We didn’t see them give him anything, and they said he’d been having visions for years.”

“When did you know you had magic?” Bedwyr asked Myrthin.

Myrthin showed his teeth in a grin that was more like a grimace.

“I shouldn’t have been born,” he said. “I have too much magic in my veins. My parents were both enchanters, and I was born as a result of a magical ritual. The herbs they took and the things they did during that ritual… It wasn’t safe. For them, or for me.”

“Do you mean they… created you?” Bedwyr asked in a horrified voice. “They made you magical on purpose?”

“Yes,” Myrthin replied. “They wanted to create a being of massive power. And what easier way for a couple of enchanters to do that than the old-fashioned way? The way all new beings are made.”

“That’s horrible,” I said with a shake of my head. “Christ, Myrthin, I’m so sorry.”

“It was many, many decades ago,” Myrthin said. “But it showed me the truth of what magic is, and what a burden it can be on those who carry it. It’s a kind of power, of course it is, but it doesn’t come to a person without consequences.”

“These are all the same things I was thinking about when I saw that kid,” I said. “But I didn’t know how magic worked, whether it would get worse under constant use, or if Emrys would be saddled with visions no matter what his mother did.”

“Oh, yes,” Myrthin said. “He will be. The visions won’t leave him. And if he’s as deep in the magic as you described him, which would be comparably even deeper considering how young he is, then he may be too far gone to come back from that.”

“What would that mean for him?” Gwallmai asked.

Myrthin shrugged. “He’ll spend his years raving, barely conscious, at the whim of the powers he holds. His mind will go. And his body won’t be able to take the pressure of it all, either. He’ll probably die within a few years.”

“Jesus Christ.” I felt sick. “That’s horrible.”

“We have to do something about it.” Gwallmai clenched her fists.

“Maybe we can find him,” Bedwyr suggested. “We know they’re going to Durovernum.”

“But then what?” I asked. “We kidnap him away from his mother?”

“Yes,” Gwallmai said with a scowl. “She’s not looking after him. She’s putting him in danger.”

I sighed and rubbed the back of my neck. “I don’t disagree with you. I hate it, but I don’t see a way out without drawing dangerous levels of attention to ourselves. All Anwyn needs to do is tell Vortigern’s soldiers we stole her kid, and we’ll be overrun. Which would be bad for everyone, but especially for us.”

“So we do nothing.” Gwallmai folded her arms.

“Gwallmai,” I said. “I have to think of everyone in the fort. All the kids who live here now. Cai. Belen. Donal. Faolan. Conri. What would happen to them if the fort was raided and all of us were thrown in jail for kidnapping?”

Gwallmai scowled and looked down at the ground. Bedwyr put a hand on Gwallmai’s arm, and Gwallmai swallowed hard and kicked at a nearby tuft of grass.

“I know,” she muttered. “I just hate it.”

“So do I,” I said in a soft voice. “Besides, we don’t even know if we could do anything to help the boy. It’s not worth the danger it would put us in.”

Myrthin stepped to the edge of the cliff and stared out over the darkening ocean. The waves lapped against the beach below, and they rolled in toward the shore coated in white foam. The sky was a dark, murky blue, and the sun slid down the sky like a squashed plum with smears of red following it down. Sallow streaks of yellow bled out along the skyline, and a cold wind pulled at our clothes and rustled in the long, coarse, yellow-brown grasses that clung to the ground.

Myrthin folded his arms and scowled at the vista in front of him.

“Myrthin?” I asked.

“I was so sure I saw an enemy approaching,” he muttered. “I thought it was the princes. But maybe it wasn’t.”

“What do you mean?” I asked him with a frown. “I thought you saw the princes coming to the fort. Isn’t that what your vision was about?”

“I saw an enemy coming here,” Myrthin replied. “When I woke, I thought it was the princes. But when you said they’d already come, it didn’t feel right to me.”

“Feel right how?” I asked.

Myrthin screwed up his face as he tried to find the right words.

“It’s hard to explain it,” he said. “My visions are so intense, but they rarely give me the details. Sometimes I’ll see a face, or hear a word or a name. But often it’s the aftermath, when I recognize something or someone, or a detail leaps out at me from the everyday. That feeling of familiarity is as strong as the initial vision. But I didn’t feel that this time.”

“That’s why you asked if we were sure the princes had already come,” I said. “So what does it mean?”

Myrthin barked out a humorless laugh.

“Take your pick of choices,” he said. “Maybe the vision was wrong. Maybe my secondary feeling was wrong. Maybe I saw the princes coming here on another day, not the visit that’s already happened. Maybe it’s a different enemy entirely. Maybe my mind is finally failing me, and I’m just a mad old man who makes no sense.”

“Okay,” I said in a firm voice. “There are plenty of options there, and I choose not to believe the one about you being mad.”

“Which means another enemy is likely approaching,” Myrthin said.

“Or the dates are wrong, like you said,” Bedwyr pointed out, “and your vision was about a different time the princes will visit us.”

“Either way,” I said. “It doesn’t change anything. We’ll be on our guard as usual, and as vigilant as usual.”

Myrthin scowled at the darkening ocean like it had personally wronged him.

“Come on,” I said. “This wind is getting colder, and we’re all tired. Things will look better in the morning.”

Myrthin grunted like he doubted that very much, but he didn’t say anything more and docilely followed us back to the fort.

The rest of the villagers were already making preparations to turn in for the night, and I was very glad to take my place in the dorm building and lie down on the familiar floor. I was really tired, way more than I’d first realized, and I was looking forward to falling into a deep, dreamless, peaceful sleep.

But to my frustration and surprise, sleep seemed to elude me entirely that night. I couldn’t get comfortable, and my thoughts went around and around without relenting. I tossed and turned for what seemed like hours before I finally fell into a restless sleep. I woke up more times than I could count and laid awake staring at the ceiling and watching the light seep in through the cracks get paler and paler as the night progressed.

Finally, a bit before dawn, I fell asleep again.

My mind was racing, even in my sleep, and my dreams felt feverish, like I’d taken too much flu medicine. I managed to sleep for a little while, but it was hardly restful.

Then, in the gray light of dawn, I sat bolt upright in my blanket.

For a second, I was still as a stone, and then I jumped to my feet without sparing a thought for the other sleepers all around me.

I dragged on my boots, shoved the door open, and ran outside. The sky overhead was a pearl-gray color, and a cold wind rose off the ocean that smelled of brine and seaweed.

I ran to the ladder that led up to the lookout platform and dashed down until I was at the back of the fort. The sentry who was posted there hurried out of the guard box and came to join me there.

“King Elliot?” he asked in a concerned voice. “What is it?”

“I don’t know,” I said through gritted teeth. “I just… I don’t know.”

We stood there and strained our eyes to look for any signs of an approaching ship on the ocean below. The wind whipped my tunic around me and pulled at my hair, and goosebumps broke out on my arms and legs as I stared at the sea.

My vision blurred, and I blinked hard several times to clear it.

“Damn it,” I muttered under my breath.

I looked down at my hands to help my eyes recalibrate, and then I looked again at the horizon.

My heart lurched in my chest.

The sentry sucked down a breath.

There was a ship on the horizon. It was just a faint dark dot for now, but it was growing bigger, and I could just about make out the bright-red shape of its sail.

Which could only mean one thing.

The Saecs were coming.
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Chapter 12

“Oh, goddess,” the sentry breathed in a terrified whisper. “The Saecs. The Saecs are coming.”

“Raise the alarm,” I directed.

Then I whirled around and ran for the ladder.

My feet clattered on the wooden rungs, and I jumped down past the last two rungs and landed on the ground.

“The Saecs!” I shouted. “Saec ship!”

The sentries on the wall took up the cry and began to knock their staffs against the stone wall and against the wooden platform to create enough noise to wake the dead.

I ran to the dorm building and threw open the door. Inside, people were already stirring as the sentries’ commotion disturbed their sleep.

“Saecs!” I shouted. “There’s a Saec ship on the horizon!”

If anyone had managed to stay asleep before my arrival, the news woke them up properly. Everyone threw back their blankets, grabbed their clothes and boots, and rushed outside. People were shouting, parents were screaming for their kids, the kids were crying in fear, and it was total chaos.

“Elliot!” Bedwyr grabbed my arm.

“What’s going on?” Gwallmai demanded in a grumpy voice. “Why is there a Saec ship?”

Bedwyr shot her a look. “What?”

“Yes. No. Sorry.” Gwallmai shook her head. “That was a foolish question. I’m still half-asleep.”

“We need to get everyone together so I can tell them what to do,” I shouted.

I saw the ladder leading to the platform just up ahead, and I shoved my way through the panicked mass of people to reach it. I climbed up to reach the top of the platform and waved my arms around to get everyone’s attention.

“Hey!” I yelled. “Everyone! Listen up!”

Some people saw and heard me, and they quietened down, but other people in the crowd were too panicked to pay any attention, and their shouts only got louder.

“Hey!” I bellowed. “Shut up!”

The ladder leaning up to the platform creaked, and Myrthin clambered halfway up the rungs until he was above the heads of the crowd. He turned around so he was facing the people, breathed in deeply until his chest visibly expanded, then opened his mouth and shouted.

“Quiet!” he roared.

Either Myrthin had amazing vocal strength, or he’d used magic somehow to enhance his voice, but that one word blasted out of him like he was hooked up to a cutting-edge sound system. Myrthin’s voice drowned out the hubbub of fear and echoed around the fort.

In the resulting silence, everyone looked at me.

I took a deep breath.

“Right,” I said. “Thank you, everyone. And thank you, Myrthin.”

“I knew there was another enemy coming,” Myrthin said with grim satisfaction. “I knew, damn it.”

“We’ve spotted a Saec ship on the horizon,” I said, and I carried on quickly as murmurs began to rise from the crowd again. “The first thing we need to do is send word to Isca Leon and warn them.”

“We’re all going to die,” Rodda wailed. “I don’t understand why the goddess is punishing us like this.”

“We’re not going to die!” I shouted over the rising hubbub of voices. “Come on, people, what do you think we’ve been doing since we got here? Why do you think Liathan and Guern have been working their asses off?”

I scanned the crowd and found Liathan. He was standing next to Nessan with his big arm circled protectively around his tiny wife’s shoulders.

I nodded to him and pointed him out to everyone else, then found Guern and Prast and waved to them as well.

“We’ve been working to make this fort a defensible space,” I said. “And look at what amazing work we’ve all done! The gate is repaired. The sentry box and platforms are sturdy now. The holes in the wall have been repaired. This fort hasn’t looked this good since the Lasgochs left! Go on, look around. Look at it, really look at it.”

The people below me looked around at the fort, and I saw their faces change as they realized the extent of what they’d done. I grinned in satisfaction.

“You guys did this,” I said. “It’s easy to get caught up in the details and not see the full picture when you’re working on something, but look at what we’ve accomplished here! This is incredible! You guys are all incredible!”

A few murmurs rose up from the crowd again, but this time, they were pleased ones. I saw a few smiling faces, and others were set with new determination and confidence.

“I’m going to go to Isca Leon,” I said. “I’m going to warn them about the ship and invite them to shelter in the fort with us. And while I’m gone, you guys arm yourselves with whatever you can find. Make sure the animals are secure inside the fort. I’ll be back as soon as I can.”

I looked again at that small dot on the horizon. It looked a little bigger, but I figured we still had more than enough time to get everything ready.

I turned back to the crowd below and grinned.

“That ship won’t even be here for a little while,” I said. “It’s still miles offshore, and we already know about it. We’ve got so much time to prepare for its arrival, and when it does come, we’ll be ready for it. And why’s that? It’s because of the changes that we made here– the sentries we’ve posted, the repairs we’ve made. We’re already ahead here!”

“Yeah!” someone shouted.

“We can do this!” I yelled.

“Huzzah for King Elliot!” Myrthin shouted. “Huzzah!”

“Huzzah!” the crowd shouted.

“Let’s go!” I yelled.

Myrthin jumped down from the ladder, and I quickly followed him down onto the ground.

“Thanks,” I said to the enchanter.

He shook his gray head impatiently. “Go, hurry to Isca Leon and warn them. I’ll organize everything here.”

Bedwyr and Gwallmai came running up to me.

“We’re coming with you,” Bedwyr said.

“Alright.” I nodded and started toward the gate. “Let’s go.”

“Elliot!” Cai’s voice rang out.

I turned around and saw the kid sprinting toward me. He had something in his arms, and when he reached me, he held it out for me to take.

I peeled back the layer of oiled cloth and saw that it was Excalibur.

“You should carry it into battle,” Cai said. “It’s your sword.”

“It’s the sword of a king who defended his people,” Bedwyr said in a soft voice.

I smiled at Cai, who looked back at me solemnly.

I removed the Lasgoch sword from around my waist and buckled Excalibur in its place. It was a heavier weight than the Lasgoch sword, and it settled into place at my hip with an ease and familiarity that made my heart pound.

I looked down at Cai.

“Thank you,” I said to him.

He gave me a serious nod, and then Bedwyr, Gwallmai, and I hurried out of the fort and along the top of the cliff to reach Isca Leon.

It was the first time I’d visited our neighbors, although I’d walked past the branch of the path that led down to the village many times before.

Where the Lasgoch road ended was a narrow, chalky trail that led steeply down the cliff to the cove where Isca Leon was located. The cliff on the Isca Leon side of the road continued on for a short distance before it dropped abruptly away. The ground sloped sharply down with jagged white lumps of stone studding the way before it eventually leveled out into rock. After that, it turned into more of the long, tough grass that grew along the top of the cliff, and that’s where the huts of Isca Leon had been built.

The most direct route down to the village was the cliff path, and we hurried down the trail as quickly as we could. It was very steep, and although at some point in the past, someone had attempted to cut proper steps into the chalky ground, by now, they’d been worn away to little more than shallow ridges.

Eventually, we reached the bottom of the cliff where a jagged line of black and gray rocks ran along the beach until it reached the village. The tide didn’t come up this far, and I guessed the rocks acted as a kind of barrier against the elements that helped protect the villagers.

The village of Isca Leon consisted of eleven round huts built in the traditional Prydanan style of woven walls and straw roofs. At the front of the village was a sandy stretch of beach that changed to rock and then to grass as it stretched closer to the houses. At the back of the village, the cliff rose up behind the huts at a steep angle.

My old bodyguard instincts kicked in, and I scanned the area with an eye on all possible exits and vantage points. The steep little path was the quickest way up to the cliff, but if push came to shove, an able-bodied person could potentially clamber their way up the cliff slope behind the village.

I pulled my eyes away from the cliff and spun around quickly to get another look at the ship on the horizon. The difference in altitude between Isca Leon and Camelot was very dramatic, and what had been clear from the fort was barely visible from the beach. The Saec ship was back to being a dark dot on the horizon.

The sun had completely risen above the horizon, and the sky had lost its dawn paleness. Isca Leon was starting to stir, and as we hurried up to the village, the door of the nearest hut opened, and a man came out.

He stiffened when he saw us, and I saw the tension in his body as he tried to work out whether we were friends or enemies.

“Well met!” I called out to him quickly. “We’re friends from Camelot, the fort up on top of the hill.”

“Camelot,” the man said, and the relief was clear in his voice. “Yes, yes, I recognize you now. We met once before, I think. I’m Diarthan.”

“Diarthan, hi.” I nodded. “I’m Elliot. This is Bedwyr, and this is Gwallmai. We spotted a Saec ship on the horizon and came to warn you.”

Diarthan’s eyes widened in horror.

“A Saec ship?” He stepped forward and past us so he could get a better view of the horizon.

He was silent for a moment as he strained his eyes to see, but then his whole body stiffened as he found the small black shape on the water.

“Goddess preserve us,” he hissed between his teeth. “Thank you, Elliot of Camelot.”

He turned around and rushed into the hut behind him. He shouted something inside the house, and then he hurried out again, ran to the next hut, and banged on the door.

“Saecs!” he bellowed. “Saec ship on the horizon!”

Instantly, Isca Leon burst into life.

People came pouring out of the huts like ants out of an anthill. They gathered on the rocky border between their huts and the sand, and stared at the ship that was getting closer and closer.

Diarthan came back to stand in front of us.

“Thank you,” he said to us. “Thank you for the warning. We appreciate this.”

“It’s not just a warning,” I replied. “We came to offer you shelter as well. Come with us to the fort. We’ve been repairing and building it up so it’s somewhere we can defend. The gate is thick and strong, the walls are sturdy, and we’ve got weapons.”

Diarthan’s eyes fell on Excalibur at my belt, then he looked at me with an expression of shock, and maybe something even like awe on his face.

“You’d do that?” he asked. “You’d open your doors to us?”

“Of course,” I said with a nod. “We’re all in this together. If we can help you out, that’s the right thing to do.”

Diarthan looked around at the rest of the villagers. There was an agonized expression on his face that I didn’t quite understand.

But then someone called out from the crowd.

“We’re not leaving here,” a young woman said.

She had sleek dark hair in two thick braids that hung down over her shoulders, and she lifted her chin defiantly under my disbelieving stare.

“We’re not leaving,” she said again.

“What?” I burst out. “Why not?”

“You know what the Saecs are like, don’t you?” Gwallmai demanded. “You know what they’ll do to you when they get here?”

“I know,” the woman said. “And I won’t leave my husband to face them alone.”

“What are you talking about?” Bedwyr asked.

Diarthan grimaced and rubbed his hand over his face in a helpless gesture.

I took a step closer to the young woman, and now I properly saw the man she was standing next to. He had a wooden crutch under one arm, and one of his legs ended just above the ankle with the leg of his pants sewn shut. He was gazing at his wife and shaking his head.

“You have to go, Lucilla,” he told her in a low voice. “You can’t sacrifice yourself for my sake.”

“Where you go, I go,” she told him. “Where you stay, I stay.”

He swallowed hard and reached out his free hand to take hers.

“You can’t make it up the cliff path, can you?” I said with a sinking feeling of realization.

“No.” He shook his head. “And I’m not the only one.”

I looked around at the people of Isca Leon. Of the twenty or so people in front of me, about half of them were on crutches or carried sticks or leaned against the walls of the huts to steady themselves. Most of them were disabled by injuries, but there was an old couple as well who stood with their arms linked together as they helped each other stand up. Their faces were lined, their backs were hunched, and their hands trembled. There was no way they would make it up the steep cliff path.

And there was no way I could leave them to the mercies of the Saec raiders.

“How do you live?” Gwallmai asked in utter confusion. “If there are so many of you who are injured, why haven’t you fixed the cliff path so the rest of you can leave the village?”

“Why would we want to leave the village?” Lucilla’s husband asked. “What’s waiting for us up there?”

“We can still move around the village and help out,” another man said.

“And as to why we haven’t fixed the path,” Diarthan said. “When would we find the time, even if we had the tools?”

“You’re working at half capacity,” I said with a slow nod. “I bet most of your time is taken up by fishing, maintaining your homes, that kind of thing… Am I right?”

“Yes,” Diarthan said. “And like Tal said, there hasn’t been a real need for all of us to use the cliff path.”

“Well, now there is,” Gwallmai retorted. “You’re stuck down here with a Saec ship getting closer and closer by the minute.”

Diarthan chewed on the inside of his cheek for a moment, then swallowed hard.

“We will face the Saecs together,” he said calmly. “Those who want to leave with you and take refuge in your fort are welcome to do so. We’re not going to hold anyone back who wishes to leave.”

“But that still means half of you are going to die!” Gwallmai exploded.

A woman in the crowd of villagers let out a half-muffled cry, and she turned to the person next to her, who put her arms around her and held her close.

“We will face our fate together,” Diarthan repeated, and he lifted his chin in a brave motion. “That’s all we can do.”

“No, it isn’t.” I turned around to get another view of the village and the enormous cliff that towered behind the huts. My mind was racing, and my eyes darted around as I tried to put together the pieces of the plan that was forming in my mind.

“Elliot?” Bedwyr asked. “What are you thinking?”

“Listen.” I turned back to Diarthan. “Are there any caves near here where the injured and disabled people can hide?”

“Yes.” He nodded. “But the caves along here aren’t deep enough. The Saecs will search them and find us.”

“That doesn’t matter,” I said. “It’s not a long-term solution, it’s just to make sure people who can’t defend themselves won’t get hurt.”

Diarthan’s forehead furrowed in a frown of confusion. “But what’s the point of doing that if it’s not a long-term solution?”

“Because,” I said with a grin, “while they’re safely hidden in the cave, the rest of us will be out here dealing with the Saecs. We’re going to rig this place full of traps, and if any Saecs make it past those, we’re going to cut them down like weeds.”

Diarthan stared at me.

“Wh-what?” he stammered.

“We’re going to turn the village into a deathtrap,” I said. “They won’t be expecting that, and it’ll take them totally by surprise. Then, while they’re off their guard, any of us who can hold a weapon will charge them and kill as many of those sick fucks as we can.”

“But–” Diarthan blinked rapidly.

“What?” I grinned at him.

“You’re the–” he stammered. “You’re the– the destined one, aren’t you? You have the sword? We saw it, didn’t we?”

“Yeah.” I nodded. “And when Vortimer and Catigern came here, you didn’t tell them anything about me. You could have. I bet they would have been super grateful, but you didn’t say anything.”

“Of course we didn’t,” Diarthan said. “We would never do that.”

“And that’s why I want to help you in return,” I said. “We’ve been working hard to get ourselves and the fort into better shape so we can finally stand against the Saecs and show them we’re not going to be helpless victims anymore. We’re going to stand up to them, we’re going to defend our homes and our families.”

Diarthan swallowed hard. For a second, the guy looked like he was going to burst into tears, but he swallowed again and turned around to address the rest of the people of Isca Leon.

“Well?” he asked them. “What do you think?”

For a moment, there was silence.

Then Lucilla and her husband Tal lifted their fists in the air.

“Yes!” Lucilla shouted.

“Let’s do it!” Tal agreed.

A cheer rippled through the rest of the gathered villagers, and Diarthan turned back to me with a fierce grin on his face.

“Thank you, Elliot of Camelot,” he said. “We will never forget this.”

I clapped him on the shoulder. “No problem. Now let’s Kevin McCallister this place.”

Diarthan looked understandably puzzled by the reference, but I just grinned at him, then looked at Gwallmai and Bedwyr.

“Alright,” I said. “I need one of you to run back to the fort and let them know what’s happening.”

“I’ll go,” Bedwyr offered.

“Great,” I said. “Tell Liathan, Guern, and Prast we might need their expertise as well. And we’ll need some people to help us defend the village. How many Saecs are normally on a ship like that?”

“Maybe thirty?” Bedwyr suggested. “It varies from boat to boat, but I’d say between twenty and thirty is average.”

“Alright.” I nodded. “Let’s prepare for the worst and say we’ve got thirty armed men coming here. Diarthan, how many of your people can fight?”

Diarthan blew out his breath and gave a helpless shrug.

“Ten, maybe?” he said.

“Ten, alright.” I nodded. “We need to leave enough people behind to defend the fort, so that leaves…”

I ran through my mental list of the villagers at Camelot. Compared to Isca Leon, there was a bigger percentage of able-bodied fighters at the fort, but it still wasn’t going to be a lot compared to thirty armed warriors who were out for blood.

From the looks on Bedwyr and Gwallmai’s faces, I guessed they’d come to the same conclusion I had.

“The traps will help,” Bedwyr said in a firm voice. “I’ve used a pit trap to hunt deer before, and it’s very effective. We might be able to dig one in the sand. Or we can drop things on them from the top of the cliff.”

“Yeah.” I nodded. “We’re going to be outnumbered, but that doesn’t mean things are hopeless. We’re not outmatched, and we won’t be out-fought.”

Gwallmai and Bedwyr gave determined nods.

“See if you can round up at least fifteen volunteers,” I said to Bedwyr. “More than that would be good, but so long as we have fifteen, we’ll have a good chance.”

“Alright.” Bedwyr nodded, and she turned to go.

“Oh, and Bedwyr,” I said.

She turned back and looked at me expectantly.

“We’re going to need weapons,” I said. “So bring everything with you that could be used as a weapon. And bring the swords.”

She lifted her light-brown eyebrows. “Your Lasgoch sword? And the sword from the stone?”

“Yes,” I said. “We need to use every resource available to us.”

Bedwyr nodded, then ran back across the beach to reach the cliff path. I didn’t envy her having to hurry all the way up the steep trail.

I looked back at the horizon and checked on the approaching ship.

It was definitely closer than it had been a few moments ago. It was getting closer all the time. But I thought we still had a good hour or two before it reached the shore.

I turned back to the villagers and gave them a confident grin that didn’t show any of the doubts I was feeling.

“Okay!” I exclaimed. “Let’s get started! First off, who’s volunteering to fight?”

About half the group put their hands up. I was pleasantly surprised to see such a show of determination from them, considering all that the villagers had been through, but I guessed people could only be pushed so far before they rebelled.

I beckoned the fighters over to stand by the side so I could get a clear visual of the numbers. The people who were left were a mixture of ages, genders, and conditions. Some of them were old, but others were missing limbs, or had bodies twisted by disease, or were shaking with general ill health.

“Do you think any of you would be able to help with making traps?” I asked them.

Without hesitation, every single one of them put up their hands.

I grinned. “That’s amazing. You guys are indomitable!”

“What’s that mean?” asked a teenage boy at the front who was missing an arm.

“It means you’re not going to be defeated,” I told him. “It means the Saecs can’t do anything to weaken your spirit.”

The boy grinned in pleasure at the compliment.

“Can I see the cave?” I asked Diarthan. “So I can get an idea of the layout and if we need to keep the Saecs away from any specific areas?”

“Of course,” Diarthan said. “It’s this way.”

He began walking away from the village and further along the beach, and Gwallmai and I followed him.

The cave was about sixty feet away from the edge of the village. I’d hoped the entrance might be hidden, or at least not immediately visible, but unfortunately, it was painfully obvious. The cave mouth was a narrow but stark black hole at the bottom of the cliff, and a ledge of white, chalky rock hung over the entrance like a lintel with fronds of dried, sandy seaweed hanging down from both sides.

I had to duck down low to get inside, and the entrance was only wide enough for one person at a time to comfortably go inside, so it did offer a bit of protection for any people hiding inside.

I knew that some caves along the coastline were very deep, and could go on for miles and miles in twisty, dripping passages that went further and further into the land. Those were the kinds of caves that a person could very easily get lost in.

This cave, however, was just one room about twenty feet wide. The walls were white where the chalk showed through, and fronds of slimy green seaweed clung to the rocky interior. It smelled of damp, and there was a musty odor of seaweed and long-dead fish. The sandy floor was covered in a trail of broken shells, crab legs, and small pebbles, along with the ghostly, limp shape of a stranded jellyfish. It looked like a deflated balloon.

At the sight of it, I was struck by a chilling thought.

“The tide comes in here, doesn’t it?” I asked Diarthan.

Diarthan nodded. “But we’ve just had a high tide. The waves are going down now.”

“How high does high tide get in here?” I asked, and I walked over to the cave walls to study the ocean’s marks.

“High enough to be dangerous,” Diarthan admitted. “But the tide won’t be high enough to reach inside the cave until later in the day. By that time, we’ll… Well, it’ll all be over by then.”

“Because all of the Saecs will be dead,” Gwallmai said in a firm voice. “Come high tide, we’ll all be celebrating our victory back in the village.”

Diarthan gave her a weak smile. “I hope so, but either way, we won’t be in any danger as long as there’s no one in here when the tide reaches its highest point.”

“Alright,” I said with a nod. “I think this will be safe. The Saec ship will reach us long before the next high tide.”

“That would be one way to keep the Saecs from getting in,” Gwallmai said with a dry laugh.

Diarthan snorted.

“Like the chief who saved the hungry orphans,” he said.

“Yes,” Gwallmai agreed.

“I don’t know that story,” I said. “What chief?”

“It’s an old tale,” Diarthan told me. “There was a chief who bragged he had no hungry orphans in his village. When visitors came to the village, they found that he was telling the truth, and there were no orphans at all in his village. But they thought that was strange, so they watched and waited, and eventually they discovered the reason there were no hungry orphans in the chief’s village was because the chief had them all killed. If any child lost their parents, they were immediately slaughtered.”

“Oh, damn!” I exclaimed. “What kind of story is that?”

“It’s a warning,” Gwallmai said. “‘Be careful of easy solutions.’”

“If something is too good to be true, it usually is,” Diarthan added.

“And take care of your damn villagers,” Gwallmai finished.

“Jesus.” I blew out my breath and looked around the cave. “Well. I guess we’re done in here. Let’s go back and see where we can set traps.”

We left the cave and walked along the beach to return to the village. The people there were walking around and gazing up at the huts and at the cliff, and as we approached, a woman came running forward.

“Diarthan!” she called. “Come and look!”

We went up to her, and her cheeks flushed slightly as she met my eyes. I recognized her from one of the times I’d previously run into some of the residents of Isca Leon. She was very pretty, with a freckled face and dark blonde hair that hung in two thick braids down over her shoulders. She looked to be around thirty years old, and her face was tanned and a little weathered from exposure to the sun. She looked at me shyly and then smiled at me, and it was one of the sweetest smiles I’d ever seen.

I smiled back at her. “It’s Gwanhumara, isn’t it?”

“Yes!” she gasped and stared at me in shock for a few moments. “Oh, you remembered.”

“Yes.” I nodded. “We met on the cliff path one time.”

She nodded fervently, and her cheeks flushed an even deeper pink.

“Gwanhumara,” Diarthan said with a note of impatience in his voice.

“Oh! Yes!” Gwanhumara nodded and then quickly turned around to show us what she and the other villagers had been doing. “So, we thought we could hide people up here with slings and things, and maybe drop something on the Saecs as they come through here.”

She pointed up to the cliff behind the village.

I nodded slowly as I pictured the scene. The rocky slope that led up to the top of the cliff was steep, but it would provide the perfect vantage point for people positioned there with slings and other projectiles. The Saecs’ weapons of choice were swords and axes, so we had an advantage there. We could position people on the slope without having to worry about them getting picked off by bows and arrows.

The Prydanan people had been banned from having or training with weapons under the Lasgochs’ rule, so many of them had switched to using slings that could easily be disguised as belts or explained away as a hunting tool. They could still be deadly in the right hands, and I nodded again as I saw Gwanhumara’s vision.

“A lot of the people at the fort have slings,” I said. “We’ve been using them to hunt squirrels, and those are much smaller and quicker targets than Saec warriors.”

“What about a pit of some kind?” Gwallmai asked. “Could we make a pit trap, like Bedwyr said?”

“Will we have the time to dig one?” Diarthan asked with a worried glance at the horizon. “The ship’s getting closer and closer.”

“Maybe not a full pit trap,” I replied. “But we could dig shallow holes in the sand here just in front of the village. They might not take someone out as effectively as a pit trap, but someone could twist an ankle for sure. At the very least, it will slow them down.”

“And it’ll help throw them off balance,” Gwallmai added.

“And…” I grinned. “We can still put spikes in the bottom.”

“Oh, yes.” Gwallmai grinned as well. “I like the sound of that.”

“Alright,” Diarthan said with a tense nod. “So, people with slings on the cliff slope. Spiked holes in the ground.”

“And armed men and women waiting behind the huts,” I said. “From Isca Leon and from Camelot.”

Diarthan looked around the huts and the hopeful faces of the villagers. His gaze turned back to the horizon, where the small dark shape of the approaching Saec ship was getting bigger. It was close enough now to see the bright red spot its sail made on the skyline. Diarthan swallowed hard and looked back at me.

“Are you sure?” The words burst out of him. “We don’t– We don’t really know you yet, we’re not– We don’t have anything to offer you in return for doing this–”

“Hey.” I reached out and gripped his shoulder firmly. “We don’t want anything in return.”

Diarthan stared at me like I was a foreign creature he’d never seen before, and I gave him an encouraging smile.

“It’ll be alright,” I said. “We’ve got this.”

Diarthan pulled in a shuddering breath, and then he nodded.

“Alright!” I clapped him on the shoulder with a grin. “Let’s fucking go!”
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Chapter 13

The people of Isca Leon might have been limited in resources and able-bodied folk, but they more than made up for that with their thirst for blood.

When I laid out the plan for digging the spike-filled holes, everyone who was able to dig immediately volunteered for the task, and the old couple who were too infirm to dig offered to make up a poisonous paste to coat the wooden spikes.

“I make it from bite wrack,” the old woman explained. “My grandmother used to make it for her husband to tip his hunting arrows with, to ensure a quick kill.”

“We haven’t made it in many years,” the old man added. “But Myrtha’s been thinking about making it again to help the young folk with their slings.”

“If a stone was thrown hard enough to break the skin, the poison could get in that way,” Myrtha said.

“So we’ve been collecting bite wrack to try it out,” he said.

“What does it do?” I asked.

Both of them winced and sucked at their gums.

“Terrible pain,” the old woman said. “Not enough to kill a strong man, but enough to make him sick.”

“First off, you get the pain,” the old man said. “And then your stomach cramps.”

“And then you shit yourself,” Myrtha said with a cackle of laughter.

She and her husband grinned like mischievous children, and even though we were talking about poisoning people, I couldn’t help but grin along with them.

“That sounds great,” I said. “Just what we need. How soon can it be ready?”

“We’ll start at once,” Myrtha said. “So it’ll be done within an hour.”

She and her husband hobbled back into their hut. They walked with painful slowness, and they supported each other as they lurched forward.

Anger stabbed through my heart at the sight. They were so frail, they deserved to live out their twilight years in peace. Not be forced to defend their homes from raiders who didn’t care about the people whose lives they ruined.

Well, I was going to do my damndest to keep them safe.

To keep everyone safe, in Isca Leon, in Camelot, and beyond.

I joined in with the villagers who were busily digging trenches that ran across the beach between the sea and the village. We decided it would make more sense to dig several short trenches rather than round holes, and we spread them out across the beach in a way that we hoped would entrap as many Saecs as possible.

As I dug, my mind drifted to the memory of the old couple hobbling back to their hut to make their poison and contribute to the defense of their home in the only way they could. They must have lit a fire in their hut as well because a plume of dark gray smoke curled out from the narrow, blackened, clay chimney sticking out from the thatched roof. A potent, acrid smell floated through the air on the breeze, and I guessed they were busily creating their poisonous masterpiece.

I thought of Myrtha’s determined laughter and the way her husband supported her. I looked around at the brave people of Isca Leon and how hard they were working to keep their home safe from the invaders, and how quickly they had put their trust in me and gone along with my plan. I remembered the conversation I’d had with Gwallmai, Liathan, and the others in the tavern in Durovernum.

I looked down at myself, dressed in the clothes of these people and looking just like one of them, and a firm resolve filled my heart.

It might not be today, it might not be tomorrow, it might not even be next week, but I was going to protect the people of Prydain and lead them to victory. I was going to make sure everyone, young and old, strong and weak, disabled and able-bodied, would be able to sleep safely and peacefully in their beds at night. I was going to make sure no raiders would trouble my people ever again, and no corrupt leaders would throw them to the wolves in order to satisfy their own selfish ends.

I tightened my grip on the rough wooden handle of the shovel in my hand and silently vowed to myself that I wouldn’t back down from my goal. It might be hard, it would definitely be dangerous, but I was going to win.

Today was just the start, the first of many victories. Today we would defeat this one boat of Saecs, but we weren’t going to stop there.

My thoughts were disturbed by a shout from further along the beach. I paused in my digging, straightened up, and saw Bedwyr hurrying along from the bottom of the cliff path with a crowd of people from Camelot behind her.

“So many volunteers!” Lucilla gasped.

“That’s what the people in Camelot are like,” Gwallmai told her proudly. “Elliot leads by example.”

I pretended I hadn’t heard that, but a warm feeling glowed around my heart, and I smiled widely as I lifted my arm in greeting to Bedwyr.

She came toward me with Myrthin and Cai close behind, followed by the others.

“Hey!” I greeted them. “This is a good crowd.”

“Yes.” Bedwyr grinned at me. “Everyone wanted to come and help out, but I made sure we left enough people behind to defend the fort.”

I cocked my head and looked down at Cai with my eyebrows raised in an unspoken question.

The boy lifted his chin and looked back at me with a defiant gleam in his dark eyes.

“I’m here to help Myrthin,” he said.

“Oh, are you?” I said.

“I didn’t want to get left behind with the babies,” he said with disdain dripping from his voice. “I’m more useful than they are.”

I decided not to point out that a lot of the kids at the fort were only a year or two younger than Cai was.

“You can help Myrthin,” I said, “but as soon as the ship gets close, you’re going back to the fort.”

Cai pushed out his lower lip in a scowl.

“I can help!” he insisted. “I’m useful! I’ve faced the Saecs before!”

“I know you have,” I said in a gentle voice. “And that’s exactly why I want you to go back to the fort before the fighting starts. Cai, a boy your age shouldn’t have to face the Saecs. The fact that you’ve had to do it before is why I don’t want you to do it again.”

Cai’s scowl deepened.

“I’m not a baby,” he growled.

“I didn’t say that,” I said calmly. “If you were a baby, I’d tell Myrthin to take you back there right now.”

Cai chewed on his lower lip. I could tell he was torn between not wanting to back down and lose face, and actually listening to what I was telling him.

I put a hand on his shoulder.

“Son,” I said. “I’m glad you’re here to help Myrthin. What have the two of you come up with to help our neighbors?”

Cai glanced at Myrthin. The old man was standing with his arms folded and his yellow eyes darting over the scene in front of him, but he turned around now and gave Cai a brief nod.

“Well,” Cai said, “we were thinking– Myrthin was thinking–”

“Cai,” Myrthin said in a warning voice. “Remember what we talked about?”

Myrthin’s tone was threatening, but Cai looked sheepish and even a little bit pleased at the old man’s critique.

“Well,” he said. “I had the idea, it was me who thought of it. I thought Myrthin could make a mist of something that would confuse the Saecs. So maybe they would go to sleep when they breathed it in, or maybe they would see snakes in their path and get so scared, they’d run back to the boat. Something like that.”

“Cai!” I grinned. “That’s a really good idea. Genuinely. That’s great. Myrthin? Can you do something like that?”

“Yes.” Myrthin nodded. “What I’ll do is plant it in the sand by the shoreline so the Saecs will trigger it when they jump out of the boat. I first thought about having a cloud hanging over the village, but I don’t want to affect our people who are going to be here as well.”

“That’s good,” I said, and I pointed to the rocky slope behind the village. “We’re going to have people with slings hiding on the cliff back there.”

Myrthin nodded. “And the trenches?”

“They’re going to be filled with spikes,” I said. “We’ll cover them with thin cloth and then sprinkle a little bit of sand on top so it looks like the beach, but when anyone steps on it, they’ll go right through.”

“And stab their feet full of holes!” Cai grinned.

“Poisoned holes,” I told him with a grin of my own, and nodded toward the old couple’s hut. “Myrtha and her husband are cooking up some bite wrack to coat the spikes. We might use it on the stones for people’s slings, too.”

“Bite wrack!” Myrthin’s eyes lit up with interest. “Oh, ho, yes, that’s going to sting alright.”

Diarthan came hurrying up to us.

“Elliot,” he said. “We’re done with the trenches. What now?”

“Spikes,” I replied. “Take whoever you need from the Camelot volunteers and gather as much wood as you need. Either driftwood or any saplings that are nearby. It looks like Guern brought his axe with him, so– hey, Guern!”

I waved, and Guern came over to us.

“Guern, we need to make spikes,” I explained. “They’re going to line the bottom of these trenches.”

“So we need wood.” Guern nodded in understanding.

“You got it,” I said. “Diarthan, are there any saplings around here, or trees we can take a limb from?”

“A few, further along the way.” Diarthan pointed up to the top of the cliff. “I’ll show you.”

“Take as many volunteers as you need,” I called after them, then turned around to look at the horizon again.

The ship was closer.

A lot closer.

I chewed on my lower lip.

There would undoubtedly be someone at the front of the Saec ship who was keeping an eye out for any strange things happening on the beach. I didn’t want them to have any reason for suspicion. I wanted them to swagger in, filled with confidence that this was going to be another slam dunk for them. That way, our traps would have an even better chance of taking them by surprise.

Plus it would be really fucking satisfying to see the Saecs realize this wasn’t going to be as easy as they expected.

I figured we still had enough time to finish everything, but we would need to hurry.

“They’re getting closer,” Bedwyr said.

I glanced around to see her and Gwallmai standing at my side and looking out at the ship as well.

I nodded. “I was just thinking that we need to hurry. We don’t want them to see too much of what we’re doing.”

“Guern and Diarthan have gone up to the top of the cliff to get wood,” Bedwyr said. “Myrtha and Owain are almost done with their bite wrack concoction. I think we’ve nearly completed everything we set out to do.”

“The last part is making sure people are armed,” Gwallmai said. “Which is probably going to be the hardest part.”

“Yeah.” I grimaced.

“We brought everything with us that could be used as a weapon,” Bedwyr said. “It’s not a lot, but it’s something.”

“Yeah.” I nodded. “And the swords?”

“Of course.” Bedwyr glanced around, then hitched up her tunic to reveal the sword in the stone hanging from a belt that was buckled around her bare waist. She undid the belt and handed it to me.

“I didn’t know how open you wanted to be with it,” she explained.

“Good thinking,” I said.

I hefted the sword in my hands with a grimace. I’d forgotten just how heavy it was. It was a powerful and beautiful weapon, but for speed, skill, and dexterity, it couldn’t compare to Excalibur.

My old Lasgoch sword was hanging from Bedwyr’s regular sword belt along with her own weapon, and she handed that to me as well.

“We’re not doing too badly,” Gwallmai said. “We’ve got two extra swords now.”

“I have my knife as well,” I said. “Although I was thinking I’d give that to one of the people who are going to hide in the cave. Just in case.”

“I think that’s a good idea,” Bedwyr said with a nod. “As a precaution.”

“I wonder if Myrthin would like to use this.” I hefted the sword from the stone in my hand. “It feels pretty fitting that he should carry it.”

I looked around to see where the old enchanter had gone, and I saw him walking along the beach with Cai by his side. The two of them were bent over so their faces were only a few feet from the ground, and they seemed to be searching intently for something in the sand.

I walked over to them, and they both looked up quickly as I approached.

“What are you looking for?” I asked.

“Mussels,” Cai said.

“Getting hungry?” I joked.

“No,” Cai said with a frown. “They’re for Myrthin’s spell.”

“Oh, okay.” I smiled. “Well, I just came to ask Myrthin if he wanted to carry the sword from the stone into battle.”

Myrthin straightened up, his breath sucked in through his teeth with a hiss, and his eyes widened as he saw the big sword in my hand.

“Truly?” he asked, and for a moment, it was like I was offering a kid a piece of candy.

“Truly,” I said, and I held it out to him. “Hell, I figure you’re the next person here with the most right to it, after me. You foretold my coming, after all.”

“The sword,” Myrthin murmured. “The sword…”

He took it from me, and Cai watched with wide, awestruck eyes as Myrthin slowly held the weapon up in front of him. The sunlight glinted on the fine metal blade, and for a moment, I was dazzled by its brightness. A low, hushing, breathing noise filled my ears, and the sunlight on the blade made bright stars of unnatural colors burst in front of my eyes.

I looked at Myrthin, and instead of an old man, I saw an ancient warrior who stood tall, straight, and powerful. His long iron-gray hair blew back from his hawk-like face in a magical breeze, his eyes blazed with magic, and authority showed in every line of his face. He held up the sword, and the blade seemed to hum and shine with a power so ancient and deep that I could never hope to understand it.

I blinked hard to try and clear my eyes, and the scene resolved itself.

The noise in my ears changed back into the roar of the waves breaking on the shore, and Myrthin shrank back to his usual form. Still impressive, but nothing like the otherworldly warrior who’d stood before me for a brief moment.

Myrthin smiled and nodded.

“Thank you,” he said. “It’ll be an honor to wield it.”

“You’re welcome,” I replied. “How much longer do you need to get the spell up and running?”

“Not much longer,” Myrthin replied.

“So, uh…” I nodded toward the pot in Cai’s hand, which was full of mussels, seaweed, and what looked like a crab claw. “What’s this spell going to do? Make them sleep? Make them hallucinate?”

Myrthin grimaced. “I couldn’t do everything I wanted to. There’s just not enough time to get all the ingredients I’d need, but with what Cai and I found, I can make a spell of disorientation. It’ll slow them down a bit and dull their reflexes. They’ll make poor decisions, and their minds will be clouded by fog.”

“Okay.” I nodded. “That sounds good.”

Myrthin looked down at the sword in his hand, and a small smile curled his lips.

“It’s been a long time since I was in battle,” he said.

He lifted his intense yellow eyes to mine and flashed a grin that sent a chill down my spine.

I went back to the others and thought about how the old man still had some secrets he hadn’t revealed to us yet.

It made sense. The guy was the most powerful enchanter who’d ever walked the land of Prydain. He’d been around for a very long time, and I remembered what he’d told us about his parentage. He was literally born out of magic.

I glanced back at him over my shoulder and watched for a moment as he and Cai went back to searching the shoreline for whatever they needed.

Myrthin was bent over so he could hear something the boy was saying, and the old man laughed and nodded in response. The sea breeze pulled at his long, wavy gray hair and tangled beard, and the hem of his simple brown tunic was spotted with drops of seawater from the incoming waves.

I smiled at the sight. Myrthin might be the most powerful enchanter the world had ever seen, but it was heartwarming to see how he and Cai were bonding.

“Elliot!” Diarthan called.

I turned around in surprise. I hadn’t realized he was back already. I ran over where he was kneeling on the ground by one of the finished trenches.

“What’s up?” I said.

“Watch your step,” he warned me, and he pointed down to the trench.

There was a long, spiked device lying on the sand at the bottom. It was made of one thick branch that acted as a support for the smaller branches that were driven into the bottom of the trench. The smaller branches had been sharpened to wicked points, and Diarthan held a small clay pot in his hand and dripped some of its contents over the tips of the spikes. The pot held a thick, gooey substance that was the yellowish-brown color of old toffee, and it had a harsh, unpleasant smell.

“Is that the bite wrack?” I asked.

“Yes.” Diarthan nodded. “This is the last trench.”

I glanced up and down the beach and saw the other villagers carefully arranging sheets of thin cloth over the tops of the trenches. They weighed down the corners with enough sand and pebbles to keep them in place, and then sprinkled a thin layer of sand over the top of the cloth as camouflage. Nessan added a long length of seaweed to one of them, surveyed her handiwork, and then gave a satisfied nod.

“That’ll fool them,” she said.

“Good job, everyone,” I said, and then I turned around to check the horizon.

My heart skipped a beat as I saw how close the ship was.

It was time to pack up operations and get out of sight.

“Alright!” I shouted. “The ship’s getting close. We need to head away from the shore now! Everyone, go to the back of the huts!”

The villagers hurried away from the shore and ran between the huts to reach the cliff that rose up behind the village. I threw one last quick glance at the trenches to make sure they were covered and looked like plain sand and hurried to join the others.

Everyone crowded together at the back of the huts, and I clapped my hands together for silence.

“Alright, everyone,” I said. “The trenches are looking good, well done. Those who are going to hide in the cave should go there now. Tal?”

Lucilla’s husband hopped forward on his crutch, and I took my old bodyguard’s knife from my belt and held the handle out to him.

“Just in case,” I said.

He took it with a nod, and then he and the others who couldn’t fight moved slowly along the bottom of the cliff toward the cave.

I took a deep breath and let it out slowly.

“Okay,” I said. “What’s next?”

“We’ve been gathering stones,” Liathan said. “For the people on the cliff with the slings.”

“Great.” I nodded. “We thought about dipping the stones in the bite wrack concoction as well, so anyone who wants to do that, speak to Diarthan. Who are good shots among us?”

Nessan put up her hand, and so did Rilla, Gwanhumara, Loholt, and a few others from Isca Leon.

“Alright,” I said. “You guys pick your vantage points and get comfortable. The rest of you will be on the ground with me. Where are the weapons?”

Liathan nodded toward a pile of tools in the doorway of one of the huts.

“Weapons is a bit of a grand term to use,” he said in a dry voice.

“If they can cave in a Saec skull, then they’re grand enough for me,” I replied. “Everyone, pick your poison. Does anyone know how to handle a sword?”

I wasn’t expecting to get any response to that, but, to my surprise, Diarthan lifted one shoulder in a shrug.

“A bit,” he said. “My da taught me a little, in secret.”

“Great,” I said. “How do you feel about using a Lasgoch sword?”

Diarthan’s eyes went wide, and he nodded eagerly. I handed him my old sword, and he took it reverently.

The villagers from Camelot had brought all kinds of things with them to use as weapons, and together with the people from Isca Leon, there was a very inventive selection of weapons.

There were fishing nets, metal cooking pots, Liathan’s huge blacksmith’s hammer, and Guern’s axe. When we’d traveled to Camelot, we’d made wooden sled-like contraptions to transport everything with us, and while most of that wood had been repurposed to rebuild the fort, there had been enough left to leave several poles that Guern had sharpened so they could be used as spears.

I nodded in satisfaction and made sure everyone in front of me could see I was confident in the selection of weapons we had.

“Nice,” I said. “So, the main thing to remember here is, no matter how scary they seem, the Saecs are just men. They can be hurt just as easily as anyone else. The trick is to go for the most vulnerable places, and don’t be afraid to fight dirty. These bastards have been raiding your shores for years, and they’ve never spared a thought for you. Now it’s time to return the favor. Go for the eyes and nose, the throat, the groin, the belly, and all the soft and vulnerable places.”

Diarthan was holding my old sword in his hand, and he looked slightly awkward with it. The people who’d taken up the wooden spears also seemed a bit lost about the best way to hold them.

I turned around to throw a quick look at the ocean. The ship was getting closer, but I thought we had enough time for this, so I glanced at Bedwyr.

“What about a quick drill exercise?” I suggested. “Show them how it’s done.”

Bedwyr nodded and stepped forward. She drew her sword from her belt and held it in front of her.

“The trick,” she said, “is to thrust your blade forward. It’s how the Lasgoch blades were designed to be used, and the principle is the same with a spear as well. You can do the most damage with a simple but powerful forward stabbing motion. Everyone, line up so I can show you.”

Diarthan and the villagers who’d taken a spear as their weapon formed a line in front of Bedwyr.

She stood in front of them head-on and then turned herself to the side with her right foot in front of her.

“So, the first thing to do,” she said, “is to turn yourself to the side like this. That way, you present a smaller target, and if you’re ever wearing armor, it encourages a blade to glide off rather than hit you directly.”

“We’re not wearing armor,” Lucilla pointed out.

“Not yet,” Bedwyr replied with a smile. “But it’s a good habit to get into.”

Lucilla nodded, and everyone shuffled around so they were turned to their sides.

I smiled at the sight and remembered when Bedwyr had run through the same drill with me. I’d only been in Prydain a little while then, and I was still dealing with the heavy sword in the stone, which wasn’t the easiest weapon to run through drills with. It had been good practice, though, and starting off with a heavier weapon had helped me build up my muscles and dexterity to the point where wielding Excalibur had come to me as naturally as breathing.

I glanced to where Myrthin and Cai were huddled over a small pot at the base of the cliff. Cai was slowly adding ingredients to the pot while Myrthin had his hands outstretched over it with his eyes closed. His lips moved, but he was speaking too quietly for me to hear what he was saying.

I looked back at the row of villagers as Bedwyr continued her instructions.

“So your right foot is in front of you,” she said. “You’re going to take a step forward and use that momentum to twist and send your weapon out in front of you. So– left foot forward, right foot forward, blade out. Left, right, stab. Does that make sense?”

The villagers nodded.

Bedwyr demonstrated the move again.

“Left foot, right foot, stab,” she said. “Now you try.”

The villagers moved forward in the drill, and Bedwyr nodded.

“Good,” she said. “Try to move forward quickly. Remember, it’s the momentum you build with your steps that will help your strikes become more powerful. One-two-three. Let’s try it again.”

The villagers went through the move again, and I turned back to look at the horizon.

The ship was very close now, and my stomach skipped unpleasantly as I realized we were out of time.

“Alright!” I called out. “Action stations, everyone, it’s time! Myrthin? Where’s that spell?”

“Here.” Cai came running up with the pot in his hands. “I’m going to bury it in the sand.”

“They’ll see you,” I said. “Let me do it.”

Cai started to hand me the pot, then suddenly turned and ran past me between the huts.

“Cai!” I hissed, and I started after him, but Myrthin grabbed my arm and held me back.

“A child burying something in the sand won’t attract attention in the same way a man will,” he said in a calm voice.

I gritted my teeth in frustration, but he was right.

Cai ran out to the edge of the waves, fell to his knees, and scraped out a shallow hole for the pot, then covered it quickly with more sand. The waves splashed around him, and he jumped to his feet.

A shout came from the Saec boat as they spotted him.

Cai turned tail and ran back between the huts toward us. As soon as he was in reach, I grabbed his arm.

“Don’t do that again,” I told him in a tight voice.

“I won’t,” Cai said innocently.

“Don’t tell lies,” I warned him, then let go of his arm. “Now get out of here. Go back to the fort.”

“If I go back to the fort now, the Saecs will see me,” Cai said. “And if I go to the cave, they’ll see where the cave is.”

I looked down into his stubborn face and exhaled sharply, then shook my head.

“Then go up the cliff slope,” I said. “Up the back path where the people with slings are.”

“That’s so steep!” he protested.

“You can’t handle it?” I lifted an eyebrow at him.

Cai scowled. “Of course I can.”

He turned and started to climb up the rocky way to the top of the cliff, and I did a full three-sixty degree spin to check that everyone was in position. The sling-users were positioned on the cliff out of sight from anyone approaching from the beach. The rest of us were hidden around the sides of the huts.

“Elliot,” Gwallmai said. “It’s time.”

I threw one last glance around, then nodded and followed her to the spot she’d chosen. It was around the side of one of the huts on the outskirts of the village, with the cliff behind us so we couldn’t be surprised from behind, and with a good view of the approaching ship.

Bedwyr was there as well, and we crouched down in the shadows between the cliff and the wall of the hut. I could hear her tense breathing, and I put a steadying hand on her shoulder.

She didn’t look around at me, but she put her hand over mine for a moment, and the touch gave both of us courage.

Bedwyr, Gwallmai, and I watched in silence as the Saec ship covered the last stretch of ocean and reached the shore. I’d only seen a few Saec ships before, but this one looked smaller than the others I’d seen, and that was confirmed when Bedwyr tugged on my tunic to pull me down so she could whisper in my ear.

“This is a small ship,” she breathed. “It doesn’t look like there are half as many men here as a regular raiding party.”

I nodded in silent agreement.

The ship landed on the beach with the scraping sound of sand grating against its hull. Then, to my amazement, there was a hollow clattering noise, and a white horse jumped over the side of the boat into the shallows.

The rider was a young man who couldn’t have been older than twenty-one, and he was decked out in thick furs with a heavy golden chain around his neck. He wore a heavy iron helmet, but it was studded with an enormous ruby in the center of the forehead, and he wore a chain mail shirt that clung to his torso.

The horse had a bridle of dark red leather with a matching ruby on the piece that went over its forehead, and its saddle was made of red leather with a pad of thick white fur underneath it.

The guy urged the horse out of the shallows and then wheeled it around so sharply that it snorted in protest. He ignored it, drew the sword from his belt, and lifted it in the air.

He shouted something to the other men in the boat, and they jumped overboard to join him on the beach. There were twelve of them in total. None of them was dressed as finely as he was, and from the way they deferred to him, it seemed like he was their leader.

I noticed all of them were very young, around the same age as their leader, and although they were all armed, there was a casualness to them that didn’t seem like hardened warriors out for a raid.

The leader shouted something to them in the Saec language, and then he made an unmistakably crude gesture, which made all of them laugh.

A wave of anger rushed through me.

These guys reminded me of a frat party rather than a band of warriors. The way they were acting made it seem like they were here on a field trip. The Saecs began to move up the beach toward the village, and my suspicions were confirmed. They were grinning and laughing with each other, but they moved with the swaggering confidence of men who knew they were on their way to do foul deeds and didn’t have a shred of guilt about it.

I gritted my teeth and swallowed hard.

Bedwyr nudged me gently and nodded toward the beach.

I’d been so preoccupied with the Saecs’ arrival that I’d forgotten to watch for Myrthin’s spell, but now I could see it had been activated. A thin thread of purple smoke rose up from the sand and curled low over the ground. It reached the Saecs, and the horse suddenly shrieked and reared up on its hind legs as the magic reached out for it.

The leader angrily kicked it and tried to wrestle it back down to the ground, but the horse wouldn’t go any further.

The leader swung down from the horse to the sand, then hit it across the nose with the back of his hand, which made it scream again and back away from him.

“Bastard,” Gwallmai hissed.

The leader raised his sword in the air, looked around at his friends, and let out a fierce yell. The others took up the cry, and they began to run forward across the beach.

I heard Bedwyr and Gwallmai suck in their breaths in anticipation.

“Steady,” I murmured.

The Saecs tore across the sand toward the village. Their faces were stretched wide in brutal, sneering grins as they anticipated the slaughter that awaited them, but it was clear Myrthin’s spell was already affecting them.

They ran hunched over with wide, exaggerated movements of their arms, like they were drunk, and one of them stumbled over his own feet and fell face down in the sand. He staggered up and followed the others without realizing he’d left his sword behind.

And then they reached the trenches.

It worked just as we’d hoped. The camouflage completely fooled the Saecs, and they weren’t looking out for any traps at all, so they were taken completely by surprise. They dropped onto the spikes, and in an instant, the Saecs’ confident shouts turned into agonized yells of pain.

Five of the Saecs went down instantly, and I saw them rolling over on the sand with their feet cradled in their hands as they tried to figure out what had happened. Then their shouts of outrage changed in pitch as the bite wrack worked its way into their systems.

One of them rolled over and started to vomit a dark brown froth onto the sand. Another clutched at his stomach and began to scream and cry like a baby.

The other Saecs who’d escaped the spikes whirled around to see what had happened to their friends. They were totally confused, and the purple smoke of Myrthin’s spell curled around them and halted any instincts they might have had about defending themselves or getting out of there.

I stepped out from the shadow of the hut.

“Now!” I yelled.

A rain of stones whistled through the air toward the Saecs as the villagers hidden on the cliff released their slings.

The Saecs stood there and stared in dumb confusion as the projectiles whizzed toward them. One stone hit a man between the eyes, and he went down without a sound. Another stone crushed a man’s nose, and he let out a howl as blood gushed from his face.

Bedwyr and Gwallmai were by my side. Together we rushed at the invaders, and with fierce yells, my people rushed with me.

The Saecs finally seemed to realize they were under attack, but Myrthin’s spell, the poison, the spikes, and the fact that the previously helpless Prydanan were actually fighting back seemed to rob them of all sense.

I rushed forward and thrust my sword into the chest of the man closest to me, then whirled around to meet the axe of the man next to him.

The Saec with the axe had managed to escape the trenches of spikes, and his face was contorted into a grimace of rage and fear.

His axe met Excalibur with a resonant clang, and the impact vibrated up my arm all the way to my shoulder. I managed to recover and disengage my weapon from his, but the guy seemed totally disoriented by the impact. It was probably made worse by Myrthin’s spell working its magic.

The Saec drew back his axe and aimed a wild blow at me, but he was off balance. I darted out of the way, then lunged in again and sank my blade into his side.

The guy went down on the sand face-first, and I followed up by stabbing him again in the back for good measure. His blood pooled out around him onto the sand, and I knew he was dead.

My head whirled around, and I saw Liathan swinging his hammer and bringing it crashing down on the helmet of one of the Saecs. Bedwyr was fighting side by side with Gwallmai, and they’d already taken out a Saec each.

Diarthan was holding his own against a Saec warrior, and I saw Lucilla with one of the sharpened wooden spears facing off against two other Saecs who were closing in on her with their swords drawn. I jumped over the body of the man I’d just killed and raced over to them.

They had no idea I was coming, and I sank my sword into the back of the nearest Saec before he could even utter a cry. He went down, and as his companion spun around in shock, Lucilla stepped forward and stabbed the point of her spear into the man’s neck.

He gurgled as dark red blood gushed out of his neck, and he clawed at his neck in an attempt to get the spear out. Lucilla held on grimly and shoved the spear in even deeper until the pointed end burst out of the other side of his neck.

Gore spurted out of the Saec’s mouth and mingled with the blood bubbling out of his throat. His eyes rolled back in his head, and he slumped forward. Lucilla let go of the spear, and the Saec’s weight sent his body squelching down the wooden shaft until his face hit the sand. His body was still as the red and dripping length of the spear stuck out of the back of his neck.

Lucilla stared at him with huge eyes. She seemed frozen to the spot, and I grabbed her arm.

“Are you okay?” I shouted.

She snapped out of it, looked around at me, nodded, then stooped and snatched up the fallen Saec’s sword. She grinned at me with drops of the Saec’s blood standing out very dark on her pale face, then she ran with the sword in her hand to take on another Saec.

I grinned.

“Elliot!” Myrthin bellowed. “Watch your back!”

I spun around and raised Excalibur just in time to block the blow that came whistling through the air toward my head. The leader of the Saecs grinned at me from behind our locked blades. And to my shock, he spoke.

“I bet you thought you were so clever, hmm? Making traps and lying in wait for us?” He spoke Prydanan with a thick Saec accent. “I will make you pay. You can’t stand against us.”

I didn’t even bother wasting breath on the little turd.

He tried to bear down on me and use his weight to send Excalibur’s edge toward my throat, but I gritted my teeth and shoved him away from me. He stumbled back a few steps, and I followed quickly while he was disoriented. My arm shot out, and the tip of Excalibur punctured his shoulder.

The leader shouted in surprise, and I pressed my advantage with another blow. This time, I feinted as though I was going to get his face, and when he raised his blade to block me, I swiftly pivoted, swung my sword around, and opened a deep gash in his thigh.

He cried out again, and blood gushed out from the wound onto the sand. It wasn’t dark enough to be arterial blood, so I guessed I’d missed the artery in his thigh, but it was still bleeding freely, and the Saec couldn’t put his weight on that leg. He swung his blade up to block my attack, and the clang of our blades echoed around the beach.

“You dog!” he hissed at me.

“You’re bleeding,” I pointed out.

He let out a growl of rage and attempted to rush at me.

I jumped back out of the way, and the guy’s injured leg folded up underneath him. He went down onto his knees with a cry of pain.

I stabbed my sword at him, and he managed to bring up his weapon just in time to block my attack.

I threw a quick glance around the beach to make sure I wasn’t going to accidentally fall into one of the trenches or invite an attack from another angle, but to my surprise, we were the only two left fighting. The beach was littered with slumped bodies, and the villagers were standing around and watching as the Saec leader and I duked it out.

I found myself grinning as I turned back and easily deflected another blow.

The leader saw me grin, and he bared his teeth at me like a wild beast. He swung a desperate blow, but I knocked his blade aside, and he staggered off balance and went down onto his hands in the sand.

“I yield!” he shouted before I could move to finish him off. “I yield!”

I paused with my sword hovering over the back of his neck. “You surrender?”

“Yes!” he panted. “I yield! I surrender! You can have all the contents of my boat, just let me live!”

I pondered for a moment.

I already knew what my reply was going to be, but I wanted to make the guy sweat for a bit first.

“Alright,” I said. “Throw your sword away.”

The leader growled under his breath. I saw the tension in his shoulders, but he tossed the sword away from himself. It landed in the sand out of his reach.

I stepped back from the leader and lowered my sword. He raised his head and stared at me with furious eyes.

“I accept your surrender,” I said. “What’s your name?”

“You don’t get to know my name,” he spat. “When I walk in the halls of my ancestors, they will know I didn’t cower before the barbarous enemy!”

“Well, it’s a bit late for that, you fucking coward,” I said with a smirk I didn’t even bother to hide.

He ground his teeth together.

“Bedwyr,” I called out. “What’s the situation?”

“The Saecs are all dead!” Bedwyr said.

“And what about our people?” I didn’t take my eyes from the Saec leader.

“No losses,” Bedwyr said, and I could hear the grin of triumph in her voice.

“No!” the Saec leader roared.

And then he leaped at me.
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Chapter 14

It was such a dumb move, it took me by surprise.

The Saec leader’s shoulder smashed into my chest, and we both went down to the sand. He was too close for me to use Excalibur, so I rolled to the side and threw him off me.

The Saec landed with a thud on the sand, scrabbled around for the handle of his sword, seized it, and swung it in a wide arc.

I jumped out of the way to avoid the blow, and the Saec scrambled to his feet. He stared at me with his chest heaving, his mouth hanging open, and the sword held tightly in both hands.

“You dog,” he hissed at me, and he swung again.

I avoided the blow with inches to spare. Despite his wounded leg, the guy seemed to have rallied with the last of his strength, and he didn’t even falter as he slashed at me again. His teeth were bared in a grimace, his eyes were wild, and he let out a yell of frustration as he lunged at me.

I leaned back and stabbed Excalibur out in front of me to keep the Saec at bay.

He darted away in a surprisingly nimble move, considering the wound that was still flowing blood from his thigh. Then he lunged in again.

I dodged, swung Excalibur, and knocked the Saec’s sword out of his hand.

The guy hissed in fury and backed away from me. His eyes darted from one direction to another as he tried to figure out what he could do to get out of this mess.

“Give it up,” I said to him. “You’ve lost. Just give in, and I’ll spare your life.”

“Never!” he spat.

Myrthin’s spell must have still been working on him.

Either that or the guy was the dumbest motherfucker I’d ever seen.

“This isn’t worth it!” I told him.

Instead of answering, he let out a low growl like a dog, and then he rushed at me.

It took me by surprise because instead of avoiding Excalibur, he threw out his chainmail-covered arm and took the blow on his forearm. It was a direct blow, and Excalibur’s edge broke through the rings in the mail and cut open the guy’s forearm to the bone, but that didn’t stop him. He tackled me with blood pouring out of his forearm and his hand hanging loosely at a wrong, broken angle.

His whole body weight, combined with the heft of his armor, crashed into me and sent me down to the sand. The guy was on top of me, and he tried to get his hand around my neck, but I got my knees up and kicked him solidly in the chest.

He let out a strangled grunt and flew backward off me. He landed in the sand with a solid thud while his wounded arm hit the ground with a sickening crack. He howled with agony, and more blood poured from his arm and thigh.

He rolled over onto his front and his hands clawed desperately around for his sword. He snatched it, rolled over again, and stabbed it upward in a futile attempt to rip my stomach open.

I easily avoided the blow, swung Excalibur, and sent the sword spinning out of his hand. Then, with a grunt, I thrust my sword blade deep inside his chest.

The Saec leader choked. He let out a tortured, bubbling gasp as blood filled his lungs and dribbled down his chin. He tried to speak, but he could only make thick, gurgling noises.

He choked as a fresh wave of blood spilled out of his mouth, and heavy drops of gore splattered over his face and onto the sand. His face was twisted into a bloody mask of fury. His eyes burned, and his lips moved uselessly as he tried to speak again. Then his eyes glazed over, his mouth hung open, and he finally stilled.

I grabbed Excalibur and dragged it out of his chest, then staggered back from the body.

During the fight, every shred of my awareness had been focused on staying alive, but now the world rushed in again. I took a deep breath of salty sea air and realized we’d done it. We’d actually fucking done it, we’d won.

I looked around at the gathered villagers who were all gazing at me and waiting for my cue. I lifted my bloody sword in the air and let out a yell of triumph.

“We did it!” I roared.

The villagers immediately exploded into shouts of triumph and joy.

“We did it!” Liathan bellowed, and he smacked me on the back so hard, I almost fell over.

Bedwyr and Gwallmai ran up to me, and I grabbed them both in a bear hug, and we jumped up and down while we laughed in delight and victory. The villagers hugged each other, laughed, cheered, cried, and shouted.

Diarthan ran to the cave to inform the hidden villagers, and soon everyone was sharing the triumph on the beach.

Tal and Lucilla embraced each other like they would never let each other go, and Myrtha and her husband, Owain, clung to each other while tears of relief ran down their wrinkled faces.

“We did it,” they whispered over and over again like it was a prayer. “We did it. We did it.”

Myrthin came up to me with the blade of his sword dripping red on the sand. There were flecks of blood on his cheek, his iron-gray hair looked even more wild than normal, and there was a fierce light in his eyes that I’d never seen before.

“No casualties on our side,” he said, and his voice seemed to thrum with power.

“You look…” I didn’t know exactly what the right words were to describe how the old man looked.

There was a difference in how he carried himself, and he seemed to be standing straighter, with his shoulders firmer, and his head held high.

“It’s been too long since I did something like this,” Myrthin said.

“Killed people?” Gwallmai lifted an eyebrow.

Myrthin let out a deep bellow of laughter and shook his head.

“Protected my home,” he said. “With my own two hands.”

“You’ve protected us before,” Bedwyr pointed out. “Your visions warned us to be on the alert for any approaching enemies.”

“Eh, it’s not the same, and you know it.” He grinned. “It feels good to rely on my body to do something for me for a change. Rather than being subject to the whims of my mind’s magic.”

“I think I know what you mean,” I said, and I looked around the beach. “I don’t take any pleasure in killing people and ending lives, but… Fuck it, it feels really good to defend my home from people who want to destroy it.”

Myrthin grinned. “That’s exactly it.”

A sudden guttural noise behind us made me jump. It sounded like an old motorbike revving up, and it took me a couple of seconds to realize the sound was coming from the Saec leader’s white horse.

He was standing in the shallows of the ocean with the waves splashing around his ankles, and one of the villagers was trying to take hold of the reins, but he kept tossing his head and prancing away. The snorts he made seemed to come from deep within his broad, muscled chest, and it sounded more like an engine than a horse.

Gwallmai ran forward to the edge of the waves. The villager gratefully stepped back to allow her to take his place, and she slowly approached the horse.

She was too far away for me to hear her voice, but I could see her lips moving as she whispered something soothing to the enormous beast. The horse tossed his big head, but he seemed a little less agitated than before. Gwallmai took a confident step forward, and then her fingers wound around the horse’s red leather reins, and she stroked his neck with calm fingers.

“There you go,” she said in a louder voice.

Gwallmai clucked her tongue and led the horse out of the waves. She brought him up to us, and my eyes widened as I took in the full range of the horse’s muscled bulk.

I’d never had much to do with horses back on Earth, and it was a bit of a shock to see what a huge, hulking presence the animal was. Up close, I saw his mane and tail were actually a very pale gray color, and the skin around his eyes and muzzle was a soft gray hue. His dark eyes met mine without any fear.

“Hey there, big fella,” I said, and I tentatively reached out a hand to touch the horse’s forehead.

He allowed me to touch him, and then he tossed his head with a snort.

“Hey, there,” Gwallmai soothed him.

“What a horse,” Myrthin said in an approving voice.

“Wow.” I grinned. “He’s incredible.”

“He’s a Phenixite war stallion,” Gwallmai said. “One of the most expensive horses in the world.”

“Really?” My eyes widened, and I looked the horse over with a new appreciation. “Damn. Well, I can see he’s magnificent.”

“And if he’s valuable, we can sell him in Durovernum,” Bedwyr said.

“No!” Gwallmai gasped in genuine horror. “No, we couldn’t! This is a war horse, Bedwyr! Do you know how many generations of dedication and care have gone into his breeding? How many years of training he’s had?”

Bedwyr lifted her eyebrows. “And considering all that, he’ll bring in enough gold coins to keep the fort fed and supplied all winter.”

“No!” Gwallmai exclaimed. “You don’t just sell a horse like this!”

“Alright,” I cut in. “We can discuss that later. For now, we should get him off the beach and pen him somewhere secure. Can he go in the paddock with the goats, Gwallmai?”

“It will be an affront to his dignity,” Gwallmai said with a sigh. “But yes, he can.”

“Great, okay,” I said. “The horse is your responsibility now, Gwallmai.”

Gwallmai grinned and patted the horse on his neck. I couldn’t resist giving him one last pat, and I was pleased when the horse didn’t shake off my hand this time.

Gwallmai clucked to the horse as she led him down the beach toward the cliff path, and I looked around the beach as the magnitude of the clean-up started to hit me.

I blew out my breath, then raised my hand to get everyone’s attention.

“Alright,” I called out. “Everyone, strip the Saecs of their clothes and weapons. Take everything from them that we can sell or use ourselves. Bedwyr, Myrthin, and I will board the ship and see what’s there.”

There was a general nodding of heads, and then Bedwyr and Myrthin went with me to the water’s edge. The ship was high up enough on the sand so it would be safe until the next high tide, then we would need to bring it further up the beach or risk it being carried away.

The bow of the ship had a painted figurehead carved in the shape of a wolf’s head with a bright scarlet tongue lolling out of its fanged jaws. There was a metal bracket set on the side of the ship at the front, which gave us a handy foothold to climb up over the side.

I’d been on a Saec ship once before, but that had been a dedicated warship. Now that I was on board, it was clear the ship wasn’t a war vessel.

It was smaller, for a start, and the bottom was narrower, with less storage space for cargo. Both ships had benches for the rowers to sit on, but this ship had a platform at the back of the boat with a carved wooden seat bolted to the floor. I guessed it was so the leader had somewhere to sit where he could oversee everything going on.

Bedwyr, Myrthin, and I moved between the benches that had recently been occupied by the Saec warriors. They might not have been equipped for a proper raid, but they’d brought enough provisions with them to keep them fed, watered, and warm during the trip. We found thick cloaks at every seat, some of them woven from dyed wool, and some of them made from furs and skins. There were other hides there as well, some of which were spread over the wooden benches to make them a bit more comfortable to sit on, and others that perhaps had been used as coverings during a night on the open water. Even divided between the people of Camelot and the villagers of Isca Leon, there would be plenty to go around.

There were barrels of mead and water wedged carefully underneath the back platform, along with spare waterskins, and a couple of carved wooden jugs and pitchers. There was a crate full of dried meat, another of cured fish, and another of strange loaves of bread that were so hard, I thought at first they’d been carved out of wood.

“You soak them in wine or water to make them soft enough to eat,” Myrthin explained. “They’re made from flour, water, and salt, so they don’t go moldy or stale like regular bread.”

“Yeah.” I picked up one of the loaves and tested its solid, dense weight. “This thing feels like it would survive for a thousand years without going bad.”

There was more stuff underneath the platform, and I had to bend down to see everything that was stored there. We found some bags made of skin, a length of some strange, oily hide that turned out to be another cloak, and a couple more boxes of supplies. One of the bags was made of brown hide dappled with white spots, and it fastened with a bright red leather string. It was a big bag, and the contents felt solid.

I was curious, so I opened it, and I pulled out a small wooden harp. It was about three feet tall, a carved triangle shape with silky-smooth curves, and covered in an ornate design of flowers and spirals.

“That’s beautiful,” Bedwyr said.

“May I see?” Myrthin asked.

I handed it over to him. He sat down on the edge of the platform, nestled the harp into his shoulder, and plucked at a few of the strings. A flock of bright, clear notes shivered out into the air.

A smile hovered over Myrthin’s lips.

“What a day of returns,” he said softly. “From warrior to bard.”

“Do you play?” Bedwyr asked.

“Not for many years,” he replied. “But enough to know this is the instrument of a master bard.”

He sighed, stretched his shoulders, and slid the harp back into the bag.

There was a spot on the platform next to the wooden chair that had been hacked with an axe. The axe itself was lying abandoned nearby, and the hole had splintered, ragged edges where it looked like someone had just gone to town and tried to break through the wooden planks.

“What’s that about?” I frowned at the hole.

“Did someone try to sink the ship?” Bedwyr asked. “No, if they wanted to do that, why attack the platform here? There’s no way for water to get in this way.”

“The crates and supplies are under here,” I said. “But there are easier ways to access them than by chopping a hole in the platform.”

“Peculiar.” Myrthin rubbed his chin in thought.

I shook my head, then looked around at the pile of booty on the deck.

“Let’s get all this stuff unloaded,” I said.

I called over some of the villagers from the beach, and together we made a human conveyor belt to unload the supplies from the ship. In a short amount of time, the furs, hides, blankets, cloaks, barrels, crates, and bags were heaped in a tidy pile on the sand.

Bedwyr, Myrthin, and I hopped back over the side of the boat and joined the others where they were gazing at all the bounty.

“So much wealth,” Owain breathed in awe. “Look at that blanket.”

I smiled, picked up the blanket in question, and held it out to him.

The old man’s eyes widened, and he stared at me in confusion.

“Go on,” I said. “Take it, it’s yours.”

“Are– Are you sure?” he stammered.

“Of course,” I said with a nod. “We’re going to divide all of this up between everyone. Everyone who helped defeat the Saecs will get a share.”

“And what are you asking in return?” Diarthan asked in a wary tone.

Part of me wanted to shake him, but I knew he was only speaking out of fear. He wasn’t used to a leader who actually cared about doing what was best for his people.

“Nothing,” I replied. “The people of Camelot will take their fair share, and so will the people of Isca Leon.”

Diarthan blinked several times and swallowed hard.

I glanced around at the rest of the Isca Leon villagers, and to my surprise, I saw that they shared Diarthan’s troubled expression.

Diarthan bit his lower lip, then he abruptly moved across the sand to stand with the other villagers. They bent their heads together and began a tensely whispered conversation.

I sighed a little and looked at Bedwyr with a frustrated smile.

She put a hand on my arm, and my smile became warmer as I realized she knew exactly what I was feeling. I didn’t even have to explain it to her because she knew me well enough to understand. There was a warm intimacy in being seen by her, and I briefly covered her hand with my own.

“They’re not used to you,” Bedwyr said in a quiet tone. “Give them time.”

“I know.” I nodded. “It’s just not the reaction I expected, I guess.”

Diarthan turned around before Bedwyr could respond to that, and he cleared his throat.

“King Elliot,” he said in a formal voice. “In response to your kindness, your bravery, and your leadership in saving us from the Saec raiders, the village of Isca Leon would like to formally pledge our allegiance to you and your cause. In exchange for your generous offer to share this bounty with us, we offer a gift of smoked fish every week for as long as you see fit.”

A warm feeling of happiness kindled inside me.

Some of the people from Isca Leon had previously mentioned they were sympathetic to my cause, and the fact that they hadn’t sold me out to Vortigern’s sons was obviously a positive sign, but until now, they hadn’t made any official declarations.

Now I looked around at the assembled villagers, and a smile broke across my face as I saw how steadily each one of them met my gaze. These people were ready to join my cause. They were loyal to me, and it wasn’t something that had been taken from them under duress. They pledged themselves to me freely, in recognition of what I’d done for them, and that was more powerful than any bought loyalty could ever hope to be.

“Thank you,” I said. “I accept this official pledge of your loyalty.”

My voice broke a little, and I hoped they didn’t think it was a sign of weakness or that their loyalty had been misplaced in me.

From the smiles that spread across the faces of the villagers, I figured I was safe.

“However,” I added, “I would like to propose a different bargain. Instead of giving us fish, would you be willing to teach us to fish instead? Some of the children have managed to catch a few things, but we’re not skilled enough to rely on fish for food over the winter.”

“We’ve avoided the beach for a long time,” Bedwyr added by way of explanation to the villagers. “It became a place of such misery and death that if we could, we never went there. So we’re not skilled fishermen.”

“We can teach you,” Diarthan said with a slow smile. “It would be our pleasure.”

“And what about that boat?” Owain asked. “What’s going to happen to that?”

He nodded toward the Saec ship behind us.

“I don’t know yet,” I replied. “I hadn’t really thought about it.”

“A ship could be very useful,” Myrthin pointed out. “If we ever needed to evacuate or move along the coast.”

“True,” I said with a frown. “But–”

Owain grinned as he anticipated my next words.

“I can teach you, sire,” he said. “I know how to sail.”

“You do?” Bedwyr exclaimed.

“Yes.” He nodded. “My grandfather was a sailor. He came here with the Lasgoch troops decades ago. He was one of their soldiers, but he made his home here. He taught me to sail, and I can teach you.”

“Amazing.” I smiled. “That sounds great. So do we have a deal?”

I looked around at the people, and the inhabitants of Isca Leon nodded their heads excitedly.

“We have a deal,” Diarthan said.

I stuck out my hand to him, and he shook it firmly. We both grinned at each other, then a faint shout from the top of the cliff caught my attention. I looked back and saw several small figures gathered at the top of the cliff at the beginning of the path. They waved to us and then started down the path.

“It’s people from Camelot,” I said. “Gwallmai must have told them what happened.”

“That’s good,” Bedwyr said with a grin. “They can help us take back our share of the booty.”

“I understand if you want to spend time with your people,” Diarthan said to me, “but you would be very welcome to share our fire and our meal this evening. All of you. The whole fort.”

I smiled. “That sounds great. I’ll check with everyone, but I’m pretty confident we’re going to take you up on that offer.”

The figure at the head of the group of people coming down the path turned out to be Cai, and he charged forward over the sand to reach us.

“You killed them!” he gasped when he arrived, and he stared in open-mouthed awe at the bodies of the fallen Saec warriors.

Their clothes, weapons, and armor had all been taken from them and added to the pile, so the corpses were now mostly naked. Their wounds stood out starkly without the buffer of clothing to hide the violence of their deaths, and Cai’s young eyes fixed on the dark-edged wounds that sliced open stomachs, chests, and throats. Blood had spilled out and stained the sand all around the bodies. One of the corpses had been disemboweled and laid next to a tumbled, lumpy pile of intestines.

The seabirds were already starting to gather on the beach and cliff, and more were wheeling overhead in anticipation of the feast to come.

Cai’s eyes seemed to get bigger as he stared at the pile of corpses, and he swallowed hard. He suddenly looked a lot younger than his thirteen years.

I put a hand on his shoulder, and he jumped like a spooked horse and looked up at me with wide, horrified eyes.

“Don’t let the children see this,” I said to him in a low voice. “Can you keep them occupied further along the beach? Maybe go investigate the rockpools or something like that?”

Cai swallowed again, but giving him a task to do had steadied him a bit, and he quickly turned and ran back toward the crowd of people from Camelot streaming down the cliff path. He reached a group of children and firmly pointed down the beach, where the retreating tide had exposed the rocks. They were slippery with green seaweed, and the rocks would be full of shells and little creatures that would keep the kids occupied while the adults dealt with the ugly aftermath of what had happened.

The bodies of the fallen Saecs were attracting more birds by the minute. When the tide came in, it would help take care of most of the blood and gore staining the sand, but the bodies would have to be disposed of before they started to stink up the entire beach.

After talking it over with Diarthan, we decided to drag the bodies further down the beach away from the village and burn them. We built a pyre with the village’s hoarded store of firewood, and together we heaved the corpses, blood-stained wooden spears, and spikes onto it.

It was a messy and unpleasant task, and by the time we’d finished, there was blood under my fingernails, in my hair, and all over my clothes. The metallic tang of blood mingled with the acrid stink of spilled and sliced entrails, and the combination clung to the back of my throat and burned in my nostrils.

The air reeked of death, and everyone on the beach looked kind of sick by the time we were finished.

Myrthin was the one who stepped up to the pyre to light it. He knelt down with a tinderbox in his hand, and struck flint against steel until bright sparks burst free and burrowed into the wood. The flames caught and licked greedily along the blood-stained wood. A breeze rose up off the ocean, and it fanned the flames until the whole pyre was ablaze.

The villagers of Isca Leon stood and watched as the flames consumed the bodies of the men who’d intended to destroy them. Every face showed a different combination of tumultuous emotions.

Bedwyr came to stand by my side, and I looked around at her. She had a smear of blood on one cheek, and the end of her braid was matted.

We smiled at each other, then Bedwyr yawned and rested her head against my shoulder.

“We did it,” she said in a tired voice.

“We did it.” I turned my head and kissed the top of her head. “Are you okay?”

She nodded. “Just tired. And sad. Killing is never pleasant. I know it was necessary, but…”

“I know what you mean,” I said. “It’s complicated.”

She sighed, and I put my arm around her. We stood there with the villagers and watched the pyre burn for a little bit longer, and then we turned away. It would take hours for the bodies to burn, and I would be glad to get away from the sight and smell of death for a little while.

We divided up the spoils equally between Isca Leon and Camelot, and once we’d said our goodbyes to Diarthan and promised we would return that evening to share their meal as promised, the people of Camelot hauled our trophies back up the cliff path. We trekked back to the fort in a tired but victorious procession.

The people who’d remained in the fort had been busy, and there was fresh water and food laid out for us to refuel after the battle. We ate and drank while I divided up the Saec treasures as equally as possible between everyone in the fort, and after that, pretty much everyone who’d fought decided to take a dip in the ocean.

The saltwater was freezing cold, but insanely refreshing, and it felt so good to scrub away the blood and sweat of the battle. I didn’t spend too much time in the waves, but some of the others were whooping and dunking each other long after I’d left the water.

It was good to see them let off steam after what they’d gone through, and to my eyes, it seemed like there was a new bond between a lot of them. In fact, all of the villagers seemed to have a newfound confidence. Liathan walked with a swagger, Myrthin had lost his gloomy sourness, and wherever I went, people greeted me with smiles and cheers. Laughter filled the air, the children were playing happily with each other, and the women were chatting together as they did their tasks around the fort.

The good mood continued for the rest of the day, and when the sun started to set, everyone except a few sentries headed along the top of the cliff to get to Isca Leon.

Bedwyr and Gwallmai had both pointed out that it was the perfect opportunity to wear my new tunic that Phanes had given me, and I agreed with them, so I was now resplendent in my new threads.

The tunic was made of buttery-soft, dark red linen that complemented my dark hair and eyes, and the golden embroidery at the cuffs, hem, and neckline added a touch of finery to the otherwise simple garment.

I had to admit, I felt pretty kingly as I strode along the cliff with the wind tugging at my hair and pressing the soft tunic against my body, with my people behind me, and my two lady warriors by my side.

The sky was darkening, with streaks of soft red, peach, and pink fading over our heads. The breeze from the ocean smelled of salt and seaweed, and it was blowing in the right direction to keep the reek of the funeral pyre away from us.

The smoke from the pyre still rose up into the sky in a thin, dark column, but as we headed down the cliff and reached the village, I saw that it had already burned down dramatically. I figured there might be another hour or two before the whole thing was gone, but it had burned down enough that the evening meal wouldn’t be suffocated by the stench.

Diarthan came out to greet us with his arms held wide and a big smile on his face.

“Welcome!” he cried.

I grinned and slapped him on the shoulder.

“Liathan’s ways are rubbing off on you,” Bedwyr whispered to me with a grin.

“I’m learning to like my bruises,” I agreed with a chuckle.

We joined the villagers of Isca Leon around a big bonfire they’d started on the sand in front of their huts. The tide was coming in, and the waves were breaking on the rocks that kept the village separate from the water. We took our seats around the flames, and when I looked around at the crowd of smiling people around me, I was warmed by more than the heat of the fire.

There was smoked fish to eat, and the villagers cracked open one of the barrels of mead from the Saec ship. It was simple but delicious food, and it tasted even better because of what it represented. Companionship, community, and a shared victory.

I held out my wooden tankard for a refill of mead and savored the thought of the sweet, honey alcohol buzzing through me.

But then, from further along the beach, came a high-pitched scream.
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Chapter 15

Everyone leaped to their feet in alarm.

“What was that?” Gwallmai gasped.

The happy, easy mood had vanished, and we looked around for the cause of the scream.

The sun was very low by now, the beach was dark with shadows, and although the flames of the two bonfires were bright, they also generated a gray haze of smoke that filled the sky. The tide was almost at its highest point, as well, and filled the air with the rush and roar of the approaching waves.

The scream came again.

This time, I spun around and stared through the gathering darkness to the point where the scream had come from further up the beach.

Then my heart plummeted into my boots.

“The cave!” I gasped. “Someone’s trapped in the cave!”

“We have to help them!” Bedwyr cried in horror.

I started running almost before she’d finished speaking.

The village was nestled in the curve of the cliff, almost like it was cupped in a gigantic hand, which meant that at high tide, the village was cut off on one side. The steep path that led up the cliff toward Camelot was still accessible, but on the other side of the huts, past the barrier of rocks that ringed the outskirts of the village, where the cave was, the water came all the way up to the bottom of the cliff.

In a few moments, I was no longer running on dry sand but splashing through freezing sea \water. The waves swirled around my knees, and as I charged, the beach sloped downward, and all at once, the water was at my waist.

“Fuck!” I gasped out as the icy water clutched me.

It was so cold, it took my breath away, and for a second, I almost halted in the middle of the waves out of pure shock. Then another wave crashed against me, and the faceful of freezing spray I received made me gasp and plow on through the water.

The tide was strong, and every time the waves rushed out, they threatened to pull me with them. The water was as strong as a bear, and I kept one hand against the side of the cliff so I could grab hold of any piece of rock sticking out to steady myself. The waves dragged at my legs while the sand shifted under my feet. And over the roar of the water, a shrill shriek came from inside the cave.

I frantically ran over a mental list of the people from Camelot who had come down to the beach. Surely the few kids from Isca Leon would know better than to go into the cave when the tide was high? But what about the kids from Camelot? I was sure I’d seen them all around the campfire, but one of them must have wandered off.

A wave hit me with such force, it slammed me against the cliff face. I gasped, and salt water filled my nose and mouth and burned my eyes.

For a single, horrifying second, I was blind and helpless.

I choked and spat out salt as the wave retreated, and I heaved myself along the last stretch of the cliff to reach the cave mouth.

The waves were high enough that there was only a few inches of space between the top of the water and the mouth of the cave.

My mind flew back to my memory of the cave interior. The opening was low down, but once inside the cave, it opened up vertically, which meant that even though the tide had almost covered the opening, there should still be a little space left between the water and the ceiling.

I prayed to every god out there for that to be true.

The waves dragged at me, and my feet threatened to slip in the treacherous sand. I took a deep breath and ducked under the water. The salt burned my eyes, and it was too dark to see anything, but I felt my way through the cave opening and came through on the other side.

My head broke the water, and I gasped with relief.

“Oh, fuck!” someone screamed.

I blinked the salt water from my eyes, and, in the darkness of the cave, I saw an unfamiliar woman clinging to the cave wall.

Her hands were wrapped around an outcrop of flint that protruded from the wall, and the whites of her eyes showed in stark terror as she struggled to keep her head and shoulders clear of the rising water.

“It’s okay!” I called. “I can help you out of here!”

“I can’t swim!” she cried.

I waded over to her. The water was getting higher by the minute, and it was almost at my chest.

“Let go of the wall,” I said, and I held out my arms to her. “I’ve got you.”

The woman’s eyes were bright with fear.

“I can’t,” she whimpered. “I can’t move.”

“It’s alright,” I said in a soothing voice. “I’m going to get you out of here. What’s your name?”

“Morien,” she whispered.

“Morien,” I said. “Nice to meet you, Morien. I’m Elliot.”

“Elliot,” she repeated. “What kind of name is that?”

I snorted out a laugh.

“I’m here to rescue you,” I said. “I didn’t expect to be sassed by you.”

Morien let out a somewhat hysterical laugh.

“Come on.” I put one of my hands on her back and the other on her arm. “I’ve got you, it’s okay.”

Morien drew in a deep, shuddering breath. For a moment, she stayed where she was with her fingers clawing at the wall, but then she closed her eyes and let go.

I caught her and held her against me. My arms went around her slender body, and I felt the agonized tension in her limbs as she clung to me like she’d clung to the cave wall.

“Wrap your legs around my waist,” I directed her. “Okay?”

“Uh-huh.” She gave a brave nod, and her fingers clutched at me so tightly, she was almost pinching me.

“Okay, Morien,” I said, “we’re going to have to go under the water now to get out of the cave, but I’m going to hold tight to you, and you’re going to hold on tight to me, and it’ll all be over in a few seconds, alright?”

“Alright.” She gave another nod.

I moved over to the cave entrance.

The water was dangerously close to my chin, and I could feel the tug of the tide as I got closer to the cave mouth. Once I was on the other side, I was going to have to fight against the tide as it tried to suck us out to the open ocean.

“Morien,” I said. “I need you to move around so you’re on my back. Can you do that?”

“Why?” Morien whimpered.

“Because once we’re out of the cave, I’m going to have to swim for it,” I said in a calm voice. “The tide’s pretty strong, so it might be a bit of a fight against the water, and I need you on my back so my arms are free.”

Morien let out a little whimper. Her fingers dug in even tighter, and I knew her grip should be painful, but my body was growing numb in the cold water.

“Morien?” I spoke calmly.

I couldn’t see her face properly since it was so dark in the cave, but I felt the tension thrumming like a plucked guitar string in every line of her body.

“Alright.” She took a deep breath and reached around to put her hand on my shoulder.

I guided her around until she was clinging to my back like a monkey. Her hands gripped my shoulders, and her bare heels dug into my hips. The water was up to my chin now.

“Okay,” I said. “We’re going to go under now. Hold on tight to me, and don’t let go, alright?”

“Alright,” she whispered.

“Now take a deep breath,” I instructed. “One, two, three–”

I heard her suck down a deep breath, I filled my lungs, and then I ducked down under the water.

The saltwater rushed into my nose and ears, and the cold was like a physical blow to my chest. I grabbed hold of the cave mouth and dragged us under the rocky ledge that hung over the entrance. But as we came out of the cave, a wave grabbed us and dragged us away from the cliff.

I fought against the power of the tide. My chest ached, and I pawed at the water in an effort to break the surface.

Morien was a dead weight on my back that dragged me down, down, down.

The wave wrenched us away, then caught us again and hurled us back toward the cliff.

I struggled and kicked, and finally, my head and shoulders broke the surface of the water.

I dragged down a breath, nearly inhaled a little water, coughed it out, and raised my head just in time to see the cliff face rushing toward me. The chalky ledge above the entrance of the cave gleamed white in the darkness, and I reached for it with a desperate grip.

My fingers found it, slipped on the slimy wet rock, grabbed it again, and all at once, I found a handhold on the cliff face.

I hauled myself closer to the cliff, and for a moment, I just hung there as the waves dragged at our combined weight. Morien was coughing and spluttering in my ear as she struggled to get her breath back.

I held onto the rock and hauled in a few deep breaths.

“Elliot!” The shout came over the roar of the water.

I turned my head and saw lights nearby. The pyre burning the Saec bodies had burned down to a low smolder, and the bonfire by the huts was just a blur in my salt-stung eyes, but there was a line of small lights that looked close, and a dark shape that bobbed up and down in the water.

The dark shape came closer, and then all at once it turned into Liathan. He was swimming toward us, and when he reached us, he threw his huge, muscled arm around the two of us and held us tight.

“I’ve got them!” he bellowed over his shoulder.

In answer to his shout, something tugged at us and pulled us away from the cave and toward the row of lights.

The waves tore at us, but the rope around Liathan’s waist kept us from being pulled out to sea, and together the three of us made it back to the rocks. The line of lights turned out to be the villagers with blazing pieces of firewood held high to illuminate our way, and when we stumbled out of the water, I saw that there was a rope around Liathan’s waist, and several of the men from Camelot were holding tight to the other end. The tugging sensation I’d felt had been them helping haul us to safety.

It was really fucking good to feel solid ground beneath my feet again, and as soon as we reached the rocks, Morien’s weight sent me stumbling to my knees.

She slid off my back and landed in a coughing, soaked heap on the ground. She dragged herself up onto her hands and knees and started to throw up.

“Elliot!” Bedwyr cannoned into me with enough force to send me toppling over.

She grabbed me just in time to save me from hitting the hard rocks. Gwallmai was right behind her, and the two women threw their arms around me without a thought about how wet they were going to get.

“Don’t do that again!” Gwallmai almost shouted in my ear.

“Elliot, you’re a hero!” Bedwyr gasped. “You saved her!”

“Even so!” Gwallmai’s voice was choked. “Don’t do that again!”

“Are you alright?” Bedwyr asked me. “Did you swallow a lot of water? Did the rocks get you?”

I made a feeble gesture with my hand in an attempt to communicate that I needed to get my breath back. Thankfully, both women understood what I was trying to say.

“Come on,” Bedwyr said. “You need to sit by the fire before you catch your death from the cold.”

I nodded in agreement, then turned so I could help Morien to her feet. She was shivering and trembling, and she looked like a drowned rat, but she waved away my hand and got to her feet by herself. She stood with her arms wrapped around her body and looked around at the assembled villagers with a wary expression in her dark eyes.

“Come on,” I said to her. “It’s okay. Let’s get warm.”

She hesitated for a moment, and then she followed me away from the edge of the rocks. We went back to the fire, and someone went running to get blankets for Liathan, Morien, and me.

“Liathan,” I said. “Thank you.”

“No problem, sire.” Liathan grinned at me with water dripping from the ends of his hair. “Couldn’t let you drown out there, could I?”

I smiled and accepted the mug of mead that someone pushed into my hand. I took a sip, and the warmth of the alcohol burned away some of the chill in my limbs.

I let out a sigh of relief and then turned to Morien. She held the blanket close around her shoulders with one slender hand, and with the other she clasped a mug of mead that someone had given her.

It was the first time I’d been able to see her properly, and the light of the fire illuminated her face. A rush of warmth swept through me that had nothing to do with the mead burning in my stomach.

She was beautiful.

Her skin was so dark, it was almost black, and her hair was a buzzed dark shadow on her head. Her eyes were heavy-lidded in her heart-shaped face, and her lips were full and round. They had a softness that contrasted with the slope of her high cheekbones and the point of her chin. She was tall and slender, with narrow hips, delicate collarbones, and long, graceful arms and legs. Her feet were bare, and she wore a sleeveless tunic of coarse brown fabric that was belted around her slender waist. And around her neck was a heavy metal collar with a length of chain attached.

My eyes widened in horror as I took in the reality of what that meant.

“You’re a slave,” I blurted out.

Morien immediately stiffened. Her dark eyes flew to my face, and I saw burning anger there, and underneath the anger was fear and something like betrayal.

“If you chain me, I will claw your eyes out,” she said in a tight, low growl. “If you try to force yourself on me, I’ll bite your manhood in half.”

“Goddess!” Gwallmai exclaimed, partly in shock and partly in admiration.

“You’re safe now,” Bedwyr assured Morien. “Elliot rescued you. You’re not a slave anymore.”

“We don’t keep slaves,” I hurried to add. “I just didn’t realize you–”

My eyes ran from her collar down the chain, which ended in a heavy square piece of metal with a hole in the end. The square of metal was twisted and battered, like it had been pounded with an axe.

“Oh, shit,” I realized. “You were on the Saec ship, weren’t you? That axe we found, and the hole in the platform next to that big chair– that was you. You broke out.”

Morien lifted her head in a proud, defiant gesture.

“I saw the opportunity for freedom,” she said. “And I took it.”

“Good job,” I said with a nod of approval. “That was smart, using the battle as a way of getting off the ship without anyone noticing you.”

Morien frowned slightly. For a moment, she studied me in silence with her dark eyebrows drawn together, as though she was trying to figure me out. The firelight gleamed on her dark skin and made it shine like the finest velvet.

After gazing at me for a long while, she finally spoke.

“Who are you?” she asked slowly. “Your speech isn’t like a Prydanan, nor like a Saec, nor even as a Lasgoch. Where do you come from?”

“I already told you my name is Elliot,” I replied with a smile. “And I’ll tell you my story if you tell me yours.”

Morien’s lovely mouth twisted as though she’d just bitten down on something sour.

“My story is common enough,” she replied. “And not worth telling.”

“Try me,” I encouraged.

Morien sighed. She gazed into the fire, then shrugged her delicate shoulders.

“I was born in a little village on an island in the north,” she said. “In the seas between Loegres and Caledonia.”

I lifted my eyebrows in surprise, but now that I was listening for it, I could detect the faint burr of a Caledonian accent in Morien’s voice.

“But I didn’t think the Saecs raided much of the north,” Bedwyr said. “I thought they preferred to come here, to Loegres.”

“They do, for the most part,” Morien said. “But the island where I lived wasn’t so far north that it escaped them. We were under Lasgoch rule, just like the rest of Loegres, and my grandfather was a soldier in the Lasgoch army. He was posted to the military outpost on our island, and he met my grandmother there and made it his home. That’s where I was born and where I lived. Until the Saecs came.”

Morien swallowed and was silent for a moment before she continued her story.

“The Saecs did what they always do.” Her voice was brittle and tight with fury. “They burned. They pillaged. They slaughtered. They took slaves.”

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

Morien sniffed and wiped her nose with the back of her hand.

Everyone around the fire was listening to her story with rapt attention, and now a ripple of knowing nods spread out through the audience.

“We know what the Saecs are capable of,” Diarthan said in a hard tone.

“We’ve lived it,” Tal said.

“And not all of us made it through,” Tara added. “We’ve suffered heavy losses. Everyone has.”

“The worst of it is,” Morien said in a low voice, “I wasn’t even supposed to be on the island that day when the Saecs came. I’d gone home for a surprise visit. My family was so delighted to see me… I hadn’t seen my parents in a few months, and when they saw me, my mother wept for joy and said the gods had blessed her that day. That night, the Saecs came. By the time the sun rose, she was dead, along with my father and half of the people of my village.”

“At least she was happy before she died,” Gwallmai said softly.

Morien let out a bitter laugh.

“I think that sometimes,” she said. “How it was a good thing I went home on that day, so I was able to share my parents’ last few hours. And then I remember all I suffered at the hands of the Saecs, and I don’t know if it was a good thing anymore.”

There was barely concealed agony in her voice, and my heart twisted in sympathy for her. It was the age-old question of how to react when bad things happened to good people. It was a question I’d been forced to face a lot since coming to Prydain and seeing the terrible toll the Saec raids had taken on the people here.

“It wasn’t a good thing,” I said in a low voice. “Nothing can make what happened to you and your parents a good thing. It was a terrible act of violence that should never have happened.”

Morien looked at me, and her mouth twisted into a smile.

“We can’t escape our destinies,” she said. “Who am I to say what should or shouldn’t have happened?”

“Destiny.” I shook my head. “I still haven’t figured out what I think about destiny yet.”

“Why?” She lifted an eyebrow. “Do they not have fate where you come from?”

“We do.” I smiled dryly. “But I don’t think about it in the same way you do, I guess.”

“Elliot the Fateless,” Morien said, and a teasing glint came into her dark eyes.

“If you had to travel to your island to visit, where were you before?” Bedwyr asked. “Where do you live? Perhaps we can escort you back to your home and make sure you get there safely.”

I knew Bedwyr was being considerate of our new guest, but even so, my heart sank a little. I’d only just met Morien, but I felt a pull toward her that I couldn’t properly explain. There was something about her bitter sense of humor and the proud way she carried herself that intrigued me. She’d endured so much, but she hadn’t let it break her, and I couldn’t help but admire that kind of grit.

And now she was going to leave.

Going back to her home so she could recover from her treatment at the hands of her captors was going to be the best thing for her, but I still felt a twinge of disappointment at the thought that I might not see her again.

“I have no home,” Morien said. “Not a fixed one, at any rate. I’m a bard, which means I travel wherever there’s a song to be sung.”

“A bard!” Bedwyr exclaimed in delight.

The rest of the villagers murmured excitedly.

“Oh, will you sing for us?” Nessan asked in a pleading tone. “The last time a bard came through our village was… oh, I can’t even remember how long ago that was.”

“He sang the Song of Macsen.” Bedwyr gave a reminiscent smile. “I remember that.”

“We used to have bards come through here,” Diarthan said. “We’re the last stop on the east leg of the Bards’ Pilgrimage.”

“What’s that?” I asked.

Morien smiled, and this time it seemed a little happier. “The Bards’ Pilgrimage is a journey that covers all of Prydain. The route covers the entire country, and it’s said that a person isn’t a true bard until they’ve completed it.”

“Have you completed it?” I asked her.

“I said I was a bard, didn’t I?” Morien’s smile took away any sting from her words. “I have. I’ve walked it once.”

“So are you going to walk it again?” I asked her. “Is that where you’ll go now?”

Morien cocked her head to the side. She glanced around the fireside and at the circle of attentive faces watching her, and then she looked at me with a shrewd expression in her dark eyes.

“I don’t know yet, Elliot the Fateless,” she said. “Perhaps if you tell me your story and the story of what’s going on here, then maybe that will help me make my decision.”

I smiled at the faint challenge in her words, then glanced at Bedwyr and Gwallmai. I lifted my eyebrows in an unspoken question. They immediately knew what I was asking, and they both nodded.

“Tell her,” Bedwyr said.

I looked back at Morien to see her watching me closely. A faint smile hovered around her lips, and there was a kind of anticipation in her eyes. Perhaps she was really good at reading situations and people. Perhaps it was a storyteller’s instinct that there was more going on here than first met the eye, but from the expression on Morien’s face, I was willing to bet she had an inkling there was something going on here. She’d seen that we defeated the Saecs, and that, coupled with the fact that she’d been rescued by a stranger from a foreign land, must have seemed significant to her.

I took a deep breath.

“My name is Elliot,” I said. “I come from another world, from a land called Florida, and a few months ago, I pulled the sword from the stone.”
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Chapter 16

Morien listened closely as I explained everything that had happened since I’d come to Prydain. Her eyes widened as I told her about how I’d come here and found Bedwyr and the sword in the stone, how the two of us had gone to find Myrthin, how we’d come to Camelot and filled it with people who were all working together to make it their new home. Then she listened as I explained how we were keeping things quiet for now, but ultimately, one day, I planned to depose Vortigern and take the throne from him.

I spoke for a long time, and Bedwyr, Gwallmai, and the villagers chimed in to add their contributions and explain things further. By the time I finished, my voice was hoarse. While I drank from my mug, I took the opportunity to watch Morien over the mug’s wooden edge.

She’d watched me carefully while I’d spoken, but now that I’d finished, she turned to the fire and gazed into the leaping flames with a thoughtful expression on her face. The fire painted her face with velvety shadows, and the tops of her cheekbones seemed to glow with a soft golden light.

Morien stared into the heart of the fire for a few long seconds. She seemed to be deep in thought.

I watched her with a sudden flare of worry. It seemed impossible that I could have so badly misjudged her, but the longer she was silent, the more concerned I became.

My heart thudded with relief when Morien finally raised her head and looked around at me with a small smile on her face.

“Well,” she said. “Elliot the Fateless, I think a better title for you would be Elliot the Destined.”

“I’m good with plain old Elliot,” I replied with a matching smile.

“Perhaps you are,” she said, “but if you want a song telling of your exploits that will last for generations, then you need what we bards call an epithet. Elliot the Destined. Elliot the Once and Future King. Elliot the Fate-Kissed.”

“A song?” Bedwyr spoke in a hushed voice, as though she was talking about something holy.

“A song about Elliot?” Gwallmai gasped.

Morien smiled. “Yes. If you will let me stay with you and watch what happens next, I will make a song about you that will last for decades. Your children will sing it to their children, and you will be made immortal. You will achieve the deathless glory.”

Her voice seemed to resonate like the plucked string of some instrument.

I swallowed as a shiver went down my spine. Morien’s dark eyes were fixed on my face, and for a second, she reminded me of Myrthin, and the eerie, otherworldly insight he possessed.

I shook off that weird chill, and instantly, another thought crystallized in my mind.

“Hold on,” I said. “You’re a bard. We found a harp on the Saec ship. Is that yours?”

“Yes!” Morien’s face lit up.

All her previous poise and dignity fled, and for a second, she looked like she might cry.

“It’s safe?” she asked almost desperately. “It wasn’t damaged?”

“No, not at all, it’s fine,” I said. “We didn’t know it was yours, so we took it back to the fort. We’ll find it for you when we go back.”

“And tomorrow I can work on getting that ugly thing off your neck,” Liathan rumbled.

Morien touched the heavy iron collar around her neck, and her features moved in a quick, repulsed grimace.

“Thank you,” she said in a quiet tone, and then she shivered.

“How long ago were you captured by the Saecs?” Gwallmai asked her softly.

“A year ago.” Morien swallowed. “Goddess. A whole year.”

“You’re safe now,” I assured her. “You’re free.”

“Free,” Morien echoed softly. “I’d almost forgotten what that’s like.”

“Well, it starts by drinking all the mead you can handle.” Gwallmai leaned over and refilled Morien’s drink, then clinked their mugs together. “To freedom, to a new start, and to a song that will live on forever!”

Everyone raised their mugs and joined in the toast.

I grinned as the alcohol coiled around like a warm snake in my stomach.

“And to our victory,” Bedwyr added. “We defeated the Saecs! We’ve never done anything like that before, and it’s all because of Elliot.”

She stood up and took a step closer to the fire. The flames lit her hair to dark gold, and her hazel eyes seemed to shine like amber candles when she looked at me. I gazed at her, and my chest felt warm.

The air between us seemed to pulse gently with our love for each other, and my eyes traveled up and down the strong, elegant lines of her body and then focused on her face.

Bedwyr’s lips parted as though she was going to speak, but then she bit her lower lip. She smiled and shook her head, then raised her mug in the air.

“To Elliot,” she said.

“To Elliot!” Gwallmai leaped to her feet with her own mug held high.

She knocked her mug against Bedwyr’s, and the two of them smiled at each other and then looked at me. Gwallmai rested her head on Bedwyr’s shoulder, and I basked under their adoring gazes.

Gwallmai’s braids were still pinned up on her head, but a few loose dark strands of hair had fallen down around her shoulders, and the sea breeze tugged at them gently while the firelight behind her turned the very ends to bright, burning copper.

The villagers jumped up and toasted me, and I smiled around at them, but my gaze kept getting tugged back to the two women standing in front of the fire and smiling at me.

My warrior knights.

My lovers.

I lifted my mug in acceptance and acknowledgement of the toast, but my eyes were on Bedwyr and Gwallmai, and silently I toasted them in return.

A lot of the villagers agreed with Gwallmai that the mark of freedom was drinking as much mead as they could possibly hold, and the celebrations continued into the night.

The mead was strong stuff, and after a couple of mugs, I was yawning deeply. My wet clothes had dried out a bit from sitting so close to the fire, and the flames combined with the alcohol kept me warm, but even so, I was ready to turn in.

It had been a long, long day, and when the children started falling asleep, I decided to help Tara and Rilla take them back to the fort.

Myrthin was knocking back mug after mug of mead and regaling everyone around him with tales of kings he’d known and battles he’d been in. It was strange to see such a change in the old man, but I figured it was a good sign that Myrthin was being more social. Even if it had taken a bloodbath to get him to come out of his shell.

Cai was sitting by Myrthin’s side with his eyes shining as he listened to the old man’s tales, but when Myrthin saw me getting up, he paused his story and put a hand on Cai’s shoulder.

“You should go back to the fort with Elliot,” he told the boy. “It’s getting late.”

“I’m not tired,” Cai protested.

“Maybe not,” Myrthin said, “but I will be in the morning, and I’ll need you fresh and alert.”

“Old man,” Cai said with a cheeky grin.

Myrthin gave a playful scowl in return and aimed a swipe at Cai’s head. The boy dodged it easily, then rolled his eyes.

“Fine,” he said. “Goodnight, Myrthin.”

“Goodnight, Cai,” Myrthin said. “Goodnight, Elliot.”

“Don’t stay out too late,” I warned him.

Myrthin spread his arms out wide. “I am no dragon, and no cage ensnares me.”

“What does that mean?” I asked.

“It means…” Myrthin grinned. “It’s time for another drink!”

I grinned, shook my head, and turned back to the sleepy children.

Bedwyr had already taken Donal in her arms, and I hoisted Belen up onto my hip. He sighed and wrapped his arms around my neck with a little sigh, then pressed his cheek into the hollow between my neck and shoulder.

“Sleepy,” he mumbled.

“I know, son,” I murmured.

I held him securely in my arms as the rest of the kids were either gently woken up or lifted into the arms of obliging adults. Some of the other adults decided to come back to the fort as well, while others settled themselves even more securely by the fire.

Liathan gave Nessan a pleading glance, and she clicked her tongue.

“You’ll be like a bear with a sore head tomorrow,” she warned him. “Haven’t you had enough headaches this week? You got drunk in Durovernum.”

“Yes, but…” Liathan widened his eyes at his wife like a puppy begging for a treat. “These are victory drinks, my sweet.”

Nessan rolled her eyes. “Go on, then.”

Liathan chuckled, jumped to his feet, and caught her in his arms. He planted a big kiss on her cheek that made her giggle, and the two of them smiled at each other like a pair of lovestruck teenagers before Nessan gave Liathan a little smack on the back of his hand.

“Drunkard,” she told him in a stern voice and turned away to take the hand of one of the kids.

“I love you, too!” Liathan called after her.

Nessan was smiling to herself as we waved goodbye to everyone and trudged across the beach to reach the cliff path. Cai had taken a piece of firewood to use as a torch, and he held it up high and walked ahead of us to light our way up the steep cliff.

Belen was a heavy weight in my arms, but the warmth of his small body snuggled against me was comforting. Like many of the children in the fort, Belen had lost his parents to the Saecs, but now, in a way, he had many parents because everyone pitched in to take care of each other.

I glanced down at the tousled mop of Belen’s hair and the small jut of his nose, which was all I could make out of his face at this angle. He was so small and helpless, and my arms tightened around him unconsciously. In a way, Belen was my kid now.

I’d always thought about how much I’d love a family of my own, but I’d never dreamed my desire would come true. I wasn’t a white picket fence kind of guy, and I just hadn’t been able to see how a wife and kids would fit into my lifestyle.

I glanced up ahead of me to where Bedwyr and Gwallmai were walking up the path. Each of them had a sleeping child held tightly in their arms.

My heart swelled with tenderness, and I pressed my cheek against Belen’s hair for a moment. He smelled of the outdoors, the beach, woodsmoke, and salty sea wind.

I didn’t know what Bedwyr and Gwallmai would think about the idea of children. I wanted kids, I knew that deep down in my bones, but I’d already found more home and more belonging with Bedwyr and Gwallmai than I’d ever thought possible.

Besides, even if they did want kids, we were all going to be pretty busy for a while with deposing Vortigern and trying to avoid a civil war. Revolution wasn’t the ideal child-rearing environment.

For now, I would put all my energy into making sure the kids currently under my care were as well-provided for and as well-looked after as possible. Who knew, I might be learning skills that could prove useful further on down the line?

We reached the top of the cliff, and Belen stirred a little in my arms as the wind rising off the sea ruffled his hair. I shifted him onto my other hip so my body protected him from the cold a bit better, and I quickened my pace. The torches in the sentry boxes flared brightly in the night, and their light was a comforting beacon that guided us back home. Soon we were in the fort.

I laid Belen down in his sleeping spot and tucked him carefully underneath his blanket. He sighed, grabbed a fold of the woolen material, and rubbed his cheek into it before falling back into a deep sleep.

I smiled at the sight and then went to make sure everyone else was taken care of.

Morien was standing in the doorway of the sleeping hut and watching as the adults put the children to sleep.

We were still working on deciding how to convert the old Lasgoch huts into homes for everyone, so we hadn’t repaired the leaking roofs on the other huts. That meant that the sleeping hut was the driest and safest place to store things, so we’d placed the treasure we’d taken from the Saec ship in the back of the hut.

I searched among the pile of items until I found what I was looking for, then went over to Morien.

“Here.” I held out a blanket and the bag that held the little harp.

Morien’s mouth opened wide in delight, and her whole face lit up with a joyful smile.

“Oh!” she gasped.

She held out her hands and took the harp from me, then pulled it out of the bag to check it was unharmed.

“Is it okay?” I asked. “It’s not damaged?”

Morien felt along the harp’s body and softly plucked one of the strings. It sent a clear, soft note thrumming through the air. Morien smiled and cradled the harp in her arms as tenderly as if it was a newborn baby.

“It’s not damaged,” she said. “It needs to be tuned, but apart from that, it’s fine.”

“I’m glad,” I said. “I can see it means a lot to you.”

“I’m a bard,” she said simply. “What is a bard without their instrument?”

I smiled. “Don’t forget the blanket.”

Morien nodded.

On the beach, the tension had been clear in every line of her body, but now she seemed to have unwound a little bit. Just giving her the harp back had made a big difference in her body language and how she held herself.

I held out the blanket. Her fingers brushed against mine as she took it from me. Her hand was cool, and the tips of her fingers were hard with calluses. She had a musician’s hands.

A shiver ran down my spine at her touch, and I swallowed.

Morien looked at me quickly. She pulled her hand away and pressed the blanket against her chest.

“Well.” I cleared my throat. “Um. Just pick a spot anywhere in here, and, uh, sleep well.”

Morien nodded. “You, too.”

“Tomorrow Liathan will get that collar off your neck,” I said. “But do you need anything tonight to make it easier to sleep? An extra blanket or something to pad your neck against the ground?”

Morien blinked hard a few times, then looked down at the blanket in her arms.

“No,” she said in a hoarse voice. “Thank you. I’m used to it now.”

“Alright.” I nodded. “Then, uh, I’ll see you tomorrow.”

“Yes.” Morien nodded. “Thank you again.”

I turned away and moved to my regular sleeping spot. I settled myself down on the ground, wrapped myself in my blanket, and closed my eyes.

All around me, the familiar sounds of the other sleepers settling down for the night filled the space. There were the low murmurs of whispered conversations, yawns, smothered laughter, and the exchange of sleepy goodnights between friends and family.

It was a comforting hum of background noise, and I smiled to myself as I remembered again everything that we’d accomplished. We’d done pretty fucking well, if I did say so myself, and I was so fucking proud of every single person in the fort.

That thought stayed with me and wrapped me in a warm cocoon of joy as I drifted off to sleep.

I awoke with the sunrise, which was becoming my habit. I laid still in my blankets for a moment and savored the sensation of waking from a refreshing sleep, then opened my eyes and sat up. The rest of the people in the sleeping hall were also starting to stir, and I noticed that Morien must have already gotten up because she was nowhere to be seen.

“She left a few minutes ago.” Bedwyr’s soft voice broke into my thoughts, and I looked around to see her watching me with a knowing smile.

“Who?” I feigned ignorance, which only made Bedwyr’s smile deepen.

“Morien,” she replied. “I loaned her some of my clothes.”

“Oh.” I nodded casually.

Bedwyr chuckled, then sat up and stretched deeply. “Do you want me to tell you which way she went?”

“No,” I said quickly, then frowned. “And how could you even see which way she went? You’re inside the hall.”

“I couldn’t.” Bedwyr grinned. “I just wanted to see what your reaction was to me asking that.”

“Oh, my god.” I rolled my eyes. “You’ve been spending too much time with Gwallmai.”

“If Gwallmai was awake right now, it’s exactly what she would have done,” Bedwyr agreed with a cheeky smirk.

We both looked over to Gwallmai’s sleeping spot and saw her familiar shape sprawled out underneath her blanket. Her head was tipped back a little bit, and her lips were parted. Her cheeks were rosy with sleep, and the outline of her face was softened even more by the dark wisps of hair that had come out of her braids.

“Gwallmai,” Bedwyr said.

Gwallmai didn’t even stir.

“No use,” I chuckled. “A herd of wild horses could come through here, and she wouldn’t wake up.”

Bedwyr laughed.

More and more of the others were starting to wake up now, so Bedwyr and I got out of our blankets and went outside. It was a beautiful midsummer’s morning with a bright blue sky overhead and the faintest, gauziest bits of white cloud scattered here and there. The sun was warm, but the breeze was cool, and the fort seemed to shine in the light of the brand-new day.

I sucked down a deep breath of cool, woodsmoke-scented air, stretched widely, and then headed over to the well to help with drawing water for the day.

Tara and Rilla started to cook the breakfast porridge, and as I heaved the bucket onto my shoulder, I saw Cai and Beric coming in through the front gate of the fort.

“Hey,” I called. “You’re up early.”

“We’ve been feeding the livestock,” Cai said in an excited tone.

I smiled. “Are the animals all doing okay?”

“Yes.” Beric nodded. “Today I’m going to make a shelter for them that can go in the paddock. Nothing fancy, just something to protect them from the weather.”

“Sounds great,” I said.

“The horse is so beautiful.” Cai’s face glowed with reverent awe. “Are you going to ride him?”

“Maybe,” I said. “We haven’t decided whether or not we should sell him.”

“But he’s a warhorse!” Cai protested. “You can’t sell him at the market like he’s a– a pig or a goat!”

“He’s the horse of a king,” Beric said with a smile. “Imagine riding him at the head of a column of loyal followers.”

I smiled. “I want to make sure those loyal followers have enough food and blankets to see them through the winter.”

“Pff.” Beric waved a hand dismissively. “We’ll be fine. But a horse like that doesn’t come around every day.”

“It wouldn’t make good business sense to sell him,” Cai said seriously. “His prestige is worth more than gold coins.”

I smothered a smile so Cai wouldn’t think I was laughing at him.

“I’ll think about it,” I promised.

“Yes!” Cai grinned in triumph.

He and Beric went over to the fire, where everyone else was starting to gather. I finished hauling the water that we needed and then went over to join the fireside circle.

I spotted Morien standing on the edges of the circle. She looked a bit uncertain, so I went over to her.

“Good morning,” I said.

“Good morning,” she replied.

She was wearing one of Bedwyr’s dark red tunics, and the color perfectly complemented her dark brown skin. Her dark eyes darted to meet mine, and then she looked away again.

I could see she was still a bit wary of us all, which didn’t surprise me. She’d been living in captivity for a year, and I could only imagine what her everyday life had been like while she was under the Saecs’ less-than-tender care. The transition back to freedom wasn’t going to be easy.

“Do you want to come and sit down?” I asked her. “I don’t know what Tara does, but her porridge always tastes amazing.”

Tara overheard me, and she looked up with a broad smile.

“Don’t think just ’cause you’re the king and silver-tongued that you’ll be getting any extra,” she warned me.

“No!” I mimed getting shot in the chest. “Tara, I thought we had an understanding.”

Tara chuckled and gestured to the people on the seats in front of her.

“Now, move along,” she ordered them. “Make room for King Elliot and our new guest.”

People shuffled along to make space for us, and Morien and I took our places around the fire. Tara winked at me and handed the two of us the first helpings from the big pot of porridge.

Morien took the bowl in her hands, closed her eyes, and inhaled deeply.

“Mm,” she breathed. “It smells so good.”

“Well, eat up,” Tara told her. “There’s nothing like some good hot food inside you to start making you feel like a proper person again.”

Morien nodded and gave the older woman a surprisingly shy smile.

I started to eat my food, and I watched Morien out of the corner of my eye as I did so.

She dipped the spoon into the porridge and lifted it to her lips. Her hand trembled a little, and then she quickly shoved the spoon into her mouth like she was worried someone was going to knock it out of her hand. Her eyes closed, and she inhaled sharply through her nose, then she swallowed.

When she opened her eyes again, they shimmered with unshed tears.

I quickly busied myself with my bowl of porridge, but my heart thumped hard inside my chest. It felt unexpectedly intimate to see Morien in such an openly vulnerable moment, and I was torn between anger at her captors and some other emotion I couldn’t quite pin down. Perhaps it was just sympathy for Morien’s past experiences.

I kept half an eye on Morien as everyone ate their breakfasts, and when the bowls were scraped clean and being collected to be washed, I stood up and waved to Liathan.

The blacksmith looked a little worse for wear, but he waved back at me with a grin.

“How are you doing?” I asked him.

“Not bad.” His eyes were bloodshot, but he could form complete sentences, so it was an improvement from the last time he’d gotten drunk. “I ended up cutting things short. I remembered I had an important task for this morning, and I wanted a clear head for it.”

He grinned at Morien and got to his feet.

“You mean…” Morien’s hand flew to the collar around her neck.

“Yes.” Liathan nodded. “Are you ready?”

Morien took a deep breath, released it slowly, and then nodded.

Liathan led the way over to the place where he’d set up his workstation in the remains of the old Lasgoch forge. It was set against the front wall of the fort, so the sentry platform was right overhead. There was a furnace made of clay, a kiln, and the lump of metal that Liathan was currently using as an anvil, although the new one we’d purchased at the market in Durovernum should arrive in the next few days.

There were a couple of rough wooden stools, and Liathan dragged one over with his foot for Morien to sit down on.

“Alright,” Liathan said, and he reached out to tilt Morien’s chin.

She flinched away from him with a sharp intake of breath.

“Sorry,” she said through gritted teeth.

“No, I’m sorry. I didn’t think.” Liathan glanced at me, then shook his head apologetically. “Does it help if I tell you first what I’m going to do?”

Morien nodded tightly.

Liathan turned around to examine some of the tools he had hanging up, but I got the feeling it was more of an excuse to give Morien a moment to collect herself. He turned back after a few seconds with a cheerful smile on his face.

“Alright,” he said in a warm voice, “I’m going to need you to lift your chin so I can get a better look at the collar.”

I could have hugged the blacksmith for how sensitively he was handling this.

Morien lifted her delicate chin to expose her throat and the ugly, heavy band of metal that circled it.

Liathan examined it, then nodded.

“It’s what I thought,” he said. “It has a bolt in the back, which has been hammered in, so I’ll need to drag that out with pliers, and then force the two ends of the collar apart.”

“Will it hurt her?” I asked.

Liathan hesitated. “I’ll do my best to make sure it doesn’t.”

“I don’t care,” Morien said through gritted teeth. “Just get it off.”

Liathan nodded. He went back to examine his row of tools, properly, this time, and came back with a big pair and a small pair of pliers.

“Morien,” he directed, “bring the stool over to the anvil, please. That’s right. So I can have you sitting on the stool with the side of your head resting on the anvil.”

Morien obeyed his instructions, and now that her head was bent to the side, I had a better view of the slave collar. The ring itself was one solid piece of metal, and where the two ends of it met, there was a broad, round sheath that fitted over them. A bolt had been driven through the sheath and presumably through a hole in one end of the collar.

It was a really fucked-up piece of engineering.

There was no way for anyone to get it off by themselves, and it looked like the longer someone wore it, the harder it would be to remove it.

Liathan took the pliers and tried to grip the end of the bolt that kept the collar closed.

A muscle jumped in Morien’s jaw, but that was the only move she made.

Liathan grunted with effort as the pliers failed to get enough purchase on the bolt. It looked like it was jammed too snugly into the sheath for the ends of the pliers to grip it. Liathan tried for a little longer, then stood up and sucked on his teeth as he thought.

“No luck?” I asked.

“No.” Liathan shook his head. “I need something smaller.”

He went back to his row of tools and examined them carefully. He rubbed his chin, then selected a tiny pair of pincers. He went back to Morien and bent over the collar once again.

“Yes,” Liathan muttered as the pincers slid down on either side of the bolt. “I’ve got it– Ah, damn.”

The bolt skidded out of his grasp, and Liathan huffed out a breath.

“Not to worry, lass,” he said to Morien in an encouraging tone. “We’ll get there. It just might take a while.”

Morien gave a small nod of her head. Her dark eyes stared blindly ahead of her while Liathan worked on her collar, and she was as motionless as if she’d been carved from ebony.

Liathan went in again and again with the tiny pair of pincers. Every time he managed to catch the bolt between the pincers, he only managed to move it a tiny amount before they slid free again.

But he persisted, and slowly, bit by bit, the bolt squeaked and squealed out of the sheath.

I lost all sense of time as I watched with bated breath, and finally, Liathan worked the bolt free from the sheath. He pulled it out enough so he could grab the end with his bigger pair of pliers, and then he dragged it out completely.

“Phew!” he whistled with relief. “It’s out!”

Morien didn’t move.

“The bolt?” she croaked.

“Yes, lass, we got there, we did it!” Liathan crowed. “Sit up now, let’s do the rest.”

Morien sat upright slowly, and Liathan gripped the collar with both hands. He took a deep breath, blew it out slowly, took another breath, and on his next exhale, he started to pull the ends of the collar apart.

The metal made a tortured squealing sound. A vein popped on Liathan’s forehead, and he bared his teeth with the effort.

Morien sat as still as a rock, but her chest rose and fell like she was running a race, and the whites of her eyes showed starkly in her dark face.

Liathan managed to drag the collar open a little bit and then paused for a second to catch his breath. Then he tried again, and this time, with a grunt of effort, he forced the collar open wide enough to pull it free from Morien’s neck.

He tossed the grim thing into a corner of his workshop, then bent over to wipe his hands on his knees.

For a moment, Morien was motionless.

Then she slowly lifted her hands to her neck and felt the exposed skin of her throat. There was a callus there where the rough metal had chafed against her skin, and Morien’s delicate fingers pressed against the line of thickened skin.

She swallowed hard, then turned on the stool to look first at Liathan and then at me.

“Thank you,” she whispered. “I– I can’t begin to tell you what this means to me.”

Liathan lifted one beefy shoulder in a shrug and grinned at her.

“You’re alright, lass,” he told her. “You’re safe now.”

“Yes,” I echoed. “You’re safe.”

“Safe,” Morien whispered.

She looked down at her hands. Her narrow shoulders drooped, and she looked totally lost.

I cleared my throat.

“Well,” I said. “I know I’ve got a list of chores a mile long. Morien, everyone around here tends to pitch in and lend a hand to everything that needs doing.”

“I’d be glad to help out,” Morien said with a nod.

“I know you probably won’t want to risk your hands with anything too dangerous,” I said. “But there are plenty of other things you can help with.”

Morien looked at me with a startled expression on her face, and the tiniest smile curved her lips before she pulled her features back into a neutral expression.

Curiosity itched in my brain, but I decided not to push her about whatever thought she’d had and then suppressed.

“What shall I do?” Morien asked.

“How about you go visit Tara or Columba?” I suggested.

“Tara is the one who does the cooking?” Morien asked.

“Yes,” I nodded. “Columba is our wise woman. She knows all about medicines and healing.”

“I will speak to Columba,” Morien said, and she stood up from the stool.

“I can show you,” I offered, but she shook her head.

“Thank you,” she said. “I would like to be alone for a moment.”

“Of course.” I nodded.

Morien left the forge and walked quickly across the fort. I watched the straight, slender line of her figure and noticed the way she squared her shoulders and lifted her chin. They were small gestures, but very telling.

The blacksmith sighed and shook his head.

“A damn shame,” he said. “A pretty lass like that, she must have endured horrors at the hands of the Saecs. Slavery is one of the ugliest trades out there.”

I nodded, then slapped him on the shoulder. “Thanks for taking off the collar. And for being gentle with her.”

“Eh, well.” Liathan shrugged. “It’s nice to be nice, isn’t it?”

“Yeah.” I grinned. “It is.”

I left the forge and decided to check on the horse.

Cai and Gwallmai had been really taken with it, but I didn’t know much about horses, and I still wasn’t sure whether we should keep it or not. So I headed out of the fort and went to the paddock.

The pigs were there, the goats were on the land outside the paddock with long enough tethers that they could graze, but the horse was nowhere to be seen.

I frowned and turned around to survey the landscape around me. There was the paddock, the fort gate, and the fields where the goats were. And a small pale dot further along the clifftop.

I shielded my eyes from the sun with my hand, then headed along the cliff and left the fort behind me.

The shape grew bigger as it came closer, and I realized it was the horse. It was galloping at breakneck speed with its neck stretched out and mane and tail snapping in the wind. Its rider clung to its back like a limpet. I recognized the wild dark brown hair streaming out behind her like her own mane and the creamy-white tunic she wore.

It was Gwallmai.

Horse and rider charged toward me, but slowed to a canter, then to a trot, and finally a walk before Gwallmai pulled the horse to a halt. She grinned down at me from her perch like Lady Godiva.

“There you are, horse thief,” I said with a grin.

“Oh, goddess, Elliot, he handles like a dream,” Gwallmai gasped.

Her hair had come loose from its braids and hung around her shoulders in long, loose ringlets. Her green eyes sparkled, and she was out of breath, but she was giddy with excitement.

She’d never looked more beautiful.

Gwallmai slid down from the horse’s back and pulled his reins over his head. She offered them to me.

“Take him,” she said. “Ride him for a little bit.”

“I’m okay,” I said. “I’m not that comfortable on horses.”

“I’ll teach you,” she promised. “Soon you’ll be very comfortable.”

“Alright,” I chuckled, and I patted the horse’s neck. “He’s very handsome.”

Gwallmai looked at the horse with adoring eyes.

“He’s breathtaking,” she said. “I’m going to walk him back up the cliff a little way and then back here to cool him down. Do you want to walk with us?”

“Yeah, sure,” I agreed.

Gwallmai clucked to the horse, and she led him back along the cliff.

Her face glowed with excitement, and she walked with a spring in her step. I smiled at how the ride had fired her up. The wind tugged at her hair and lifted it like a flag in the breeze, and I loved what a contrast her dark strands made against the blue sky.

“What?” Gwallmai asked me with a smile as she caught me looking.

“Your hair,” I answered.

“Oh, yes.” She clucked her tongue. “The pins came out. I’ll redo it.”

She paused and began to gather up her hair in her hands.

“No, wait,” I said before I could stop myself.

Gwallmai paused and cocked an eyebrow at me.

“It looks really pretty,” I said.

Gwallmai bit her lower lip and smiled.

“Thank you,” she said. “It’s such a mess, it gets everywhere. That’s why I always have it braided.”

“You could have it loose more often,” I said. “It’s really striking. It’s one of the most beautiful things about you.”

Gwallmai’s eyes widened. She took in a little breath, and then her face melted into a soft smile.

“Oh, Elliot,” she said. “How do you always manage to say things like that?”

“Things like what?” I asked.

Gwallmai stepped closer to me. The reins dangled loosely in her fist, and she stood on her tiptoes to whisper in my ear.

“Things that make me so wet for you,” she breathed.
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Chapter 17

I inhaled a sharp gasp.

Goosebumps broke out all over my body, my heart pounded, my cock leaped to attention, and I thanked the universe that we were far enough away from the fort so no one could see us.

Gwallmai’s green eyes twinkled with a mixture of amusement and desire as she saw the effect her whispered words had on me. She pressed herself against me so her breasts brushed against my chest, and her hand went low and cupped the bulge of my erection through the cotton of my leggings.

“Mm…” she breathed. “You’re a king among men, Elliot.”

“Are you always like this after you ride horses?” I murmured.

“Not always.” Her pink lips curved into a slow, saucy smile. “Just this horse. And only when I see you in front of me with the wind in your hair… You look damn fine when you’re windswept.”

“So do you.” I reached out and wound one of her dark curls around my finger.

Gwallmai’s eyelashes fluttered, and she moved her head away until the curl was pulled taut. I gave it an experimental tug, and Gwallmai hummed with pleasure. Goosebumps rose up on her arms, and she sank her teeth into her lower lip.

“Mm,” she hummed. “Do that again.”

I tugged on her hair again, and Gwallmai sighed. She dropped the horse’s reins and put both her hands on my shoulders.

“Is that wise?” I asked.

“He won’t stray,” Gwallmai whispered. “He knows he’s got a good home here.”

I might have pointed out that the horse had been at the fort for less than a day, which probably wasn’t enough time for him to learn that it was his home, and it might not even be his home for very long, considering we might end up selling him. But all words vanished from my mind as Gwallmai trailed her hands from my shoulders to my jaw, cupped my face in her palms, and kissed me.

Her lips were soft and urgent, and each movement of her mouth sent a shockwave of desire through my body. My hands went to her waist, and I pulled her closer to me.

Gwallmai moaned under my mouth as she pressed herself against the hard length of my cock.

We kissed hungrily, feverishly, and then Gwallmai broke the kiss.

It ended so suddenly, I was a little dazed, but then Gwallmai went down on her knees in front of me. She unbuckled my belt and dropped it to the grass, then eased down my pants.

“Mm-mm,” she purred, and her gentle fingers curled around my cock.

I groaned with lust at the sensation, and my hands went to Gwallmai’s shoulders, then to her hair. I gripped a handful of her beautiful curls, tugged on them, and Gwallmai shivered.

“Yes,” she gasped.

Then she lowered her mouth and took my cock between her lips.

I shuddered and let out an inarticulate sound as Gwallmai’s soft, hot mouth welcomed me in. Her tongue delicately explored my member, and my fingers tightened into a convulsive fist in her hair.

“Fuck,” I gasped.

My hips shot back and forth, and Gwallmai made a little noise as my cock went even further down her throat. She held onto my hips with one of her hands, and with her other hand, she cupped my balls and stroked them with her thumb. Her mouth worked up and down my shaft, and I closed my eyes in ecstasy. Gwallmai’s lips and tongue all worked together, and my whole body seemed to tense in anticipation of its upcoming climax.

I groaned in desire.

The temptation was there to spend myself in Gwallmai’s mouth and watch her swallow my seed, but I wanted Gwallmai to cum, too.

The memory of how fucking gorgeous she looked when she came, how her eyes closed, her lips parted, and how she seemed to be transported to another plane of existence, was powerful enough to make me pull Gwallmai’s head back.

She released my cock and looked up at me with her lips shining. She was panting a little bit, and the sight of her on her knees, gasping, her mouth wet and relaxed from sucking on my cock, was one of the hottest things I’d ever seen.

My fingers tightened in her hair, and Gwallmai let out a little gasp. Her eyes widened, and then closed, and she bit her wet lower lip.

“Turn around.” My voice was husky.

Gwallmai licked her lips and shuffled around so she was facing away from me.

“On your hands,” I commanded.

Gwallmai bent over until she was on all fours in the grass. I knelt behind her and reached around to undo her belt, then tossed it aside. Her tunic hung loosely without the belt to hold it close to her body, and I lifted the fabric up until it was gathered around her waist.

I swallowed hard with anticipation, then slowly pulled her leggings down to her knees. I undid the laces at the sides that kept her underwear on, threw the little white garment after her belt, and smothered another groan as Gwallmai’s ass was revealed to me.

Her cheeks were perfectly round, toned, and smooth, and when I leaned back a little bit, I saw the glistening pink folds of her pussy lips shining between her thighs.

Gwallmai was already wet for me, and when I hovered my palm over her pussy, the heat radiating out from her was like a physical pressure against my hand. A droplet of her pussy juice clung to the sweet pink folds on display, and I slid one finger along the slick line of her pussy.

Gwallmai hummed with pleasure as I touched her, and then let out a short, sharp gasp as my finger brushed over her clit. The tiny button was burning hot and throbbing with need, and when I grazed it again with the tip of my finger, Gwallmai’s whole body spasmed.

“Ah!” she cried out. “Oh!”

“Does that feel good?” I asked.

I stroked the soft expanse of her ass, lifted her cheeks, then I slipped my middle finger down between her pussy lips. My finger slid through her silken folds until I found her clit again, and I circled it gently.

“Aaahh!” Gwallmai almost screamed.

Her whole body shuddered, and her pussy spasmed under my touch. Her clit throbbed like it had an electrical current running through it, and a fresh sheen of excited juices coated the dark pink petals peeking out from between Gwallmai’s thighs.

Gwallmai’s head hung down low between her shoulders, and her breath came in gasps as she waited for my next touch.

My cock throbbed so hard it was almost painful. My heart pounded in excitement, and my skin was feverish with desire.

“Elliot,” Gwallmai whimpered. “This is… goddess…”

“What does it feel like?” I growled.

“It feels…” Her voice was ragged. “It feels so good… Goddess, your touch is so powerful… I can’t bear it…”

Her words broke off into a breathless moan as my fingers dipped between her folds again. I slid one finger and then another between her pussy lips. I went from the back of her pussy to the front, and then I flicked her clit.

Gwallmai groaned deeply with pleasure.

“Fuck!” she wailed. “Fuck, that’s–”

I turned my wrist around and pressed my two fingers inside Gwallmai’s pussy. She moaned, and then gasped as I moved my fingers around inside her.

“Do you like that?” I murmured.

“Mm,” she gasped. “Yes– fuck. Oh, that feels good.”

Her pussy walls grabbed at my fingers as she let out a lustful moan. I dragged my fingers out of her and reached further forward to stroke her clit. Her whole pussy was soaked with aroused juices, and they ran down my fingers into the curve of my wrist.

Gwallmai let out a wail like she was in pain and bucked her hips against me.

“More,” she panted. “Elliot, more!”

I stroked her clit, at first lightly, and then more roughly. Gwallmai’s moans urged me on, and I rubbed her tender button until Gwallmai’s pussy quickened with her climax.

“Oh!” she gasped. “Yes! Yes! Yes!”

Her last word came out as a scream, and her body jerked. Her head went back and then forward, and she sank down onto her forearms in the grass.

“Oh, goddess!” she moaned. “Fuck.”

I smirked with pleasure at the sight of her. It was like her whole body had melted under the power of the pleasure I’d given her.

“Elliot.” Gwallmai’s voice was breathless and slightly muffled with her mouth inches from the ground. “Fuck me. Fuck me now, please.”

“Oh, I’m going to,” I promised her.

And I would. But not just yet.

I leaned forward until the hot, throbbing length of my member was pressed against Gwallmai’s ass. She took a quick breath in anticipation of being filled.

But instead, I reached around and slid my hands up the inside of her tunic until I found her breasts.

“Mmmm,” Gwallmai moaned. “Elliot… Oh!”

Her frustrated moan turned into a gasp as I pinched her nipples. A fresh wave of goosebumps rippled over her skin, and she shivered with pleasure. I let the weight of her breasts rest in my palms, and I spread my fingers wide so I could enjoy Gwallmai’s silky smooth skin.

Her nipples tightened under my touch, and I rolled them between my fingers and thumbs.

“Your body feels so good,” I murmured in Gwallmai’s ear. “I love touching your breasts.”

“It feels so good when you touch them,” she moaned. “It makes me so wet.”

She shifted her ass against my cock, and we both let out little groans as we felt each other’s arousal.

“Oh…” Gwallmai sighed. “You love to torture me, don’t you?”

“Doesn’t this make it more fun?” I asked.

I tugged on her nipples, and Gwallmai sucked in her breath sharply.

“Would you rather I just pounded you without any thought?” I suggested.

“I don’t know…” She let out a breathless laugh. “Right now, the thought of being pounded without a thought sounds pretty good.”

I choked out a hoarse laugh. “I think I like that idea as well.”

“So go on, then.” Gwallmai turned her head and looked at me over her shoulder.

Her cheeks were flushed, her eyes were bright, and her lips curved into a tantalizing smile. The wind pulled at her long, dark brown curls and sent ringlets tumbling over her face. She blinked through the fine strands and shifted her weight onto one hand so she could push her hair back, but a few strands got caught in the corner of her mouth. She pulled them away, and the tip of her tongue darted out to touch the edge of her lips where the strands had been.

The sight of Gwallmai’s tongue, its darting wetness, and how it grazed her lips, inflamed me with desire. I was engorged with lust, and for a moment, I could barely breathe.

I leaned over her back and kissed her. Her mouth was soft and warm, and she tasted of the salty sea breeze, sunshine, satisfaction, and like coming home.

“Gwallmai,” I breathed.

She whimpered at the sound of her name on my tongue.

“Elliot,” she whispered.

I kissed her again, then I stroked my hands down the exposed skin of her waist and hips until I reached her ass. I squeezed her toned cheeks, lifted them, spread them, and then I leaned forward and pressed the tip of my cock inside her.

“Ahh…” Gwallmai let out a long, needy sigh. “Yeessss…”

Slowly, I slid even more of my length into her, and I groaned and closed my eyes in ecstasy as Gwallmai’s pussy welcomed me in. She was hot and silky wet, and the walls of her pussy clung to my cock like she would never let me go.

“Ohhh, goooooodess,” Gwallmai moaned. “Yeeees…”

I shifted my hips, and we both moaned in pleasure as I fit the whole length of my cock inside her pussy.

“Oh, fuck,” I groaned. “You feel so good, Gwallmai.”

“Fuck me,” she moaned. “I feel like I’m going to burst.”

I shifted my hips and pulled out of Gwallmai a little bit, pressed into her again, and then began to move in slow, steady strokes.

Gwallmai gasped in pleasure as I drove into her.

“Mm, yes, yes, yes,” she whimpered.

My hips moved back and forth in a controlled but relentless motion. The temptation was to go to town and pound her pussy without a thought, but I wanted to torture both of us because I knew it would make that final release even more intense.

Gwallmai was impatient, and she rocked back and forth in an effort to reach her climax more quickly.

“Elliot,” she begged. “Go harder.”

“Not yet.” I tightened my grip on her hips.

“But I– ohhh–” She moaned, and her pussy pulsed as she reached a new level of arousal.

“See?” I smirked a little bit. “It feels good to delay it.”

“It does, but– Ahhh,” she breathed. “Oh– oh… Goddess!”

I could feel the pressure building in Gwallmai’s pussy, and part of me wanted to ride her hard to the finish line, but I kept that slow, steady pace that was driving us both to insanity. Each thrust pushed her even further along, and soon, she was moaning with each breath.

“Yes,” she whimpered. “Oh– Oh– Yes– Yes, that feels so goooooood.”

I thrust back and forth, back and forth, and Gwallmai let out a long, breathless wail.

“Ohhhh,” she gasped, and then let out a sharp cry. “Oh!”

Her pussy spasmed and clutched at my cock. Gwallmai gasped and shook, and her body jerked as her second orgasm rolled through her.

“Oh, fuck!” she moaned. “Yeeeees!”

Her head hung down until her forehead almost brushed the grass, but I reached over and took a fistful of her lovely curls. I pulled her head back, and Gwallmai gasped. I could just about see the corner of her cheek and how her lips were curved into a breathless, delighted smile.

“Yes!” she gasped.

And then I began to pound her. My hips worked back and forth as I drove my cock into Gwallmai’s pussy. I was like a jackhammer drilling deep into a concrete sidewalk.

“Fuck,” I groaned. “Oh, my god, Gwallmai, you feel so good.”

Her pussy caught at my cock and held it in a silken embrace, and I gave myself over entirely to joining our bodies together. There were no thoughts in my head, and there was nothing in my brain except the need to keep on thrusting.

Gwallmai’s body was jerked back and forth with the motion of my thrusts. Her breasts clapped against her ribcage, and the breathless moans she let out were jerky and broken.

“Oh! Oh, yes!” she managed to get out.

I pounded her without pausing. A tornado could have whirled across our path, and I wouldn’t have noticed it. A troupe of Lasgoch soldiers could have attacked us right there, and I wouldn’t have been able to stop fucking her. I drove my cock into Gwallmai, her pussy took me inside, and together we created something magical.

“Ell-li-ot,” Gwallmai panted out. “I’m– I’m– Ah, fuck!”

Her words broke off into a string of unintelligible gasps, and her pussy contracted as she reached her third orgasm. Her pussy walls gripped my cock with velvety strength, and I gasped as the sensation overwhelmed me. My own orgasm roared up and overtook me, and the edges of my vision blurred as sparks shattered in my mind.

“Fuck!” I gasped.

My whole body shook with intense, blissful sensation, and my fingers dug into Gwallmai’s waist as I shot my seed inside her. My hips jerked, and I sent out wave after wave of cum. Stars burst in front of my eyes as my tension released. My muscles trembled, my knees almost gave way, and my fingers dug even deeper into Gwallmai’s waist to steady myself.

Gwallmai’s pussy soaked up every drop of cum until I was spent, and then I dragged myself out of her and sank onto the ground on my back.

My chest heaved, and my vision was blurred. I threw one arm over my eyes to block out the sun and the sky while my body acclimatized.

There was a rustle, and Gwallmai crept close to me. She rested her head on my chest, I put my arm around her, and we laid together on the grass while we got our breath back.

“Whoa,” I managed. “That was…”

“Incredible,” Gwallmai finished.

I took my arm away from my eyes. For a moment, the brightness of the blue sky dazzled me. When my vision cleared, I looked down at Gwallmai.

She had her head on my chest, and she was looking at me with such undisguised adoration in her green eyes that it made my heart skip.

I stroked her luxurious dark curls and tucked them gently behind her ears. Gwallmai’s eyelashes fluttered under my touch.

“I loved that,” she said. “Being with you is like… I don’t know what it’s like. It’s like nothing I’ve ever experienced before.”

“I know what you mean,” I said. “When we’re together, it feels so special.”

Gwallmai nodded with a soft smile, then laid quietly with her chest resting against mine.

We gazed at each other, and I gently stroked her hair. The distant sigh of the ocean waves breaking on the sand below was a soothing background noise, and the sun was warm and gentle on our relaxed bodies.

Gwallmai’s eyelids drooped, and her breath came in a slow, even cadence. She closed her eyes in a gentle doze, and I started to slip back into sleep as well.

Only a sudden snort from the horse pulled me back to wakefulness, and I realized with a jolt that it probably wasn’t a good idea for us to stay here any longer.

“Gwallmai.” I patted her shoulder. “Gwallmai, come on. We can’t go to sleep here.”

“Nnnmmh,” she mumbled. “Sleepy.”

“I know,” I said. “But we can’t go to sleep here.”

“Why not?” she sighed.

“Because neither of us is wearing underwear,” I said with a chuckle.

Gwallmai’s eyes opened at that. She pouted, sighed, but then she sat up and looked around for her undergarments. Her leggings were crumpled down by her ankles, and I hadn’t bothered to pull up my pants, either. We would have made a fine sight for anyone wandering along the cliff path.

Gwallmai found her underwear and tied the laces, and we both pulled up our leggings and buckled our belts.

“There,” I said. “Now we look respectable again.”

“I have to do my hair,” Gwallmai said with a sigh. “I should at least braid it so it doesn’t look like I’ve been making a crisscross in the open air. Even though that’s exactly what I’ve been doing.”

She threw me a saucy look that set my stomach fluttering, then divided her hair into two sections. She quickly wove each side into a thick braid, then fumbled in the pouch at her belt and took out two pieces of string. She tied off the ends of her braids, pulled them onto the top of her head in her familiar milkmaid style, and tied the ends of the strings together to keep the braids in place there. She reached back into the pouch and pulled a couple of hairpins, which she wove into the hairstyle.

She turned to me. “How do I look?”

“You look radiant,” I replied with a smile. “As always.”

Gwallmai smiled back, then stepped up to the horse.

He’d been busy grazing, and he’d ignored us so completely that I’d almost forgotten he was there. Gwallmai patted his neck, and he flicked his ears at her.

“Hello, there, my handsome one,” she told him. “What a good boy you are.”

“He was good,” I agreed.

“See?” Gwallmai smiled. “He’s worth his weight in gold. More than his weight in gold.”

“Alright, alright.” I patted the horse’s neck. “I can see he’s a fine specimen.”

“You’re a fine specimen,” Gwallmai told me with a giggle.

I chuckled and attempted to tickle her, but she gave a little shriek of laughter and jumped out of my reach. She ducked underneath the horse’s neck and peeped at me from over his neck.

We grinned at each other for a second, and then the horse suddenly shook out his mane and snorted.

“What is it?” Gwallmai asked him.

I looked around to see if there was anything that might have startled the horse, and my eye was caught by a movement further along the cliff. We were about halfway between the fort and Isca Leon, and the long straight line of the Lasgoch road was visible, which meant I had a perfect view of the small group of travelers who’d caught the horse’s attention.

There was a donkey laden down with baggage, which perhaps had been the reason why the horse noticed the party. Walking alongside the donkey was a man and a woman, and there was another figure wrapped in a cloak near the donkey’s head.

The man was built like a walk-in freezer, and the woman had long gray hair in two plaits. They walked with their hands on the baggage on the donkey’s back, and after staring at it for a moment, I realized that at least some of the baggage was actually a person. A child sat on top of the donkey and was so wrapped up in blankets and slumped forward that it was impossible to tell if they were awake or asleep.

A funny feeling started in the pit of my stomach.

“They look familiar,” Gwallmai said with a frown.

“Yeah…” I stared at them, and then at the hooded and cloaked figure who led the party.

The little group came closer, and the child on the donkey’s back suddenly moved. He lifted his head and stared directly at me.

A shiver went down my spine.

“It’s Emrys,” I whispered.

“Emrys?” Gwallmai gasped. “You mean that creepy little boy from the road?”

“Yeah.” My eyes went to the man and the woman walking alongside the donkey. “That’s Lawt and Anwyn with him.”

“So who’s that at the front?” Gwallmai asked.

The figure in question had noticed that Emrys had moved. They halted, turned around, and stared at the child for a moment. Then they turned to follow the direction of his gaze. Their hood fell back in the wind and exposed their head, and my heart skipped a beat.

It was a woman. Her long black hair snaked around her in the wind, and even at this distance, her purple eyes seemed to bore into me.

I knew exactly who she was.

“Melqart save us all,” Gwallmai breathed in horror. “It’s the enchantress.”

End of Book 3
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