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CHARACTERS IN THE STORY

	CHARACTERS IN THE STORY


	† Denotes a character’s death occurred prior to the beginning of the book.
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	[image: G]awain did not know the full extent of his injuries. In his dazed state, the throbbing in the back of his skull led him to believe he had hit his head. Whether on a rock or merely the ground, he did not know. Unable to move his head to assess, he glanced down, seeing a gnarled tree root protruding from his outer thigh. On its own, it would not have been a grievous injury, but in his present state, the gash of meat flayed from his thigh would surely lead to his demise.

	Were he in Arlais or Gweliwch or anywhere within fifteen leagues of civilization, he likely would have been found and could have received treatment easily. But here, on the boundaries of the Forest of Reibios, the sun was quickly setting and the scent of fresh blood would draw out creatures with terrible appetites amidst the frigid dark of night. The thought of feeling the gnashing teeth tear at his flesh terrified him, and he could not stop himself as he let out a childish whimper.

	As a warrior, and the son of a duke, he did not fear death. He knew from the moment his grip first tightened around the pommel of his sword he may very well find his death from another’s. A proud death in battle‌—‌he expected it. That was why he felt so frustrated now, for he had not been brought down in a barbarous rage on the battlefront, fighting beside his brothers-in-arms. An honorable death. No, instead, he lay clumsily in a ditch at the foot of a ledge no more than his own height after having lost his footing upon a patch of ice.

	He felt around the cold ground with his hand. Though he could feel the hilt of his sword with his fingertips, he no longer retained the strength to grip, let alone draw, it from the odd angle of the scabbard beneath his back.

	Panting, he watched the fog of his breath burst out above him in the waning light filtering through the sparse trees at the edge of the Reibios. He coughed and let out a yelp, his head aching. Soon, he heard voices.

	“Did you hear something?”

	“Brân, you are scared of the spirits of the forest now?”

	“Of course not‌—‌shh! It came from that direction.”

	“Get back here. It is only some beast caught in a trap.”

	“Aeronwy, hurry! I think he is hurt!”

	“Lower your voice. Do you want to draw attention to us from all directions?” She sighed. “Damn, he looks horrid. Look at that leg of his.”

	“Here, give me a hand with him.”

	“Best leave him. Look at his clothes. He is not from these parts. The kindest thing we could do is slit his throat so he won’t suffer.”

	“You are meaner than cat’s piss at times. Help me get him up.”

	Gawain did not know how long he remained unconscious. For a time, he thought he dreamt of the voices. He took a breath. Every part of his body screamed out in agony. It seemed he still lived. He smelled the smoke and heard the crackling of a fire. Slowly, he managed to open his eyes. The glow of the campfire illuminated the boughs of the trees above him. Beyond the branches, he could see the stars and moon of the winter’s night sky.

	As his eyes adjusted to the orange glow of the surrounding light, he spied the two figures sitting before the fire. Were they his captors? They spoke in hushed voices, and Gawain listened as well as he could to their conversation, which had apparently been going on for some time.

	“You’ve had two already, selfish bitch.” The one called Brân snatched a roasted squirrel from the girl’s hand.

	“No need to grab. You can have it. Damn things have nothing more than gristle and bone anyway. Hard to call these a meal.”

	“You can do the hunting next time then.” He laughed before sinking his teeth into the squirrel and ripping off a bite of flesh. “Knowing how loudly you clop around, we would likely starve.”

	She punched him in the shoulder, and the boy rolled to the side with a grunt.

	“When we get back to Glyndŵr, we will eat richly,” he assured her, rubbing his shoulder.

	Glyndŵr? Gawain’s eyes widened. He looked closely at them, but he could not distinguish any features of the Féin in their faces. If he were to venture a guess, they were Humes. If that were the case, what was their purpose for socializing with the Féin? Humes were not welcomed within the perimeters of Glyndŵr.

	“I do not look forward to giving Neirin our news,” she said.

	He agreed. “It seems war is upon us whether we would fight or not. The Humes will bring the battle right to our doorstep.”

	Then they were not Humes, Gawain thought, but they certainly were not of the Féinmhuinín. What were they?

	“If only we could seek aid from the Meïnir,” she said.

	“The Meïnir?” Brân scoffed. “What help have they ever been?”

	Gawain recalled tales from his time as a young recruit in Gweliwch of wild folk in the western wood who held fealty to the Féin. An amalgamation of early Meïnir and Hume settlers, they were bred for the defense of Glyndŵr. Each a ravenous warrior who would not give a second thought to slit their opponent’s throat while he slept.

	A sour knot found its way into Gawain’s throat, and he felt a heavy blanket of sweat break out over him despite the cold. With tremulous fingers, he lifted his left hand from the blanket he lay atop, praying they could not see his movement from where they sat.

	His jaw quivered and his hand dropped back to the ground. They had taken both his sword and the dagger he kept sheathed on his belt. He swallowed, taking as deep a breath as he dare without alerting them to his having woken.

	The boy looked young, perhaps around Connor’s age. His face was streaked with the mud paint scouts used to hide themselves among the trees. He was dressed in a painted, boiled leather chest piece which hugged his body like a second skin and shimmered like snake scales in the light of the fire. Gawain could see that this was of fine craftsmanship. He also wore leggings of hind skin, worked in a way which was unknown to Gwelian tanneries.

	His female companion was dressed in warrior’s attire. Fine splintmail covered her hauberk, whose chain links reached to mid-thigh and the length of her arms. She too wore similar leggings of hind skin, but the embellishments on her armor signaled to Gawain that she was of some higher rank than the boy. From the deep scar across her eyebrow and one just as deep on her cheek, it looked as though she had seen at least one battle in her time. It was not her garb which held his attention, however, but the sword she had in her scabbard.

	“Aye, stumblefoot, you are awake.” The woman looked up at him before taking a swig of ale from the jug set between them.

	The boy glanced to her, and then he reached down.

	Every muscle in Gawain’s legs twitched as his mind raced to think of how he could manage to run as the boy’s hand reached for the hilt of his sword. Tendrils of fear strangled Gawain’s body. He flexed his legs, but pain gripped him.

	Would they question him? Torture him? Did they know who he was? Did they know who sent him? He prayed his death to be swift. But the shame of it, to die here in the forest at the hands of some nameless boy who only got the better of him due to his own clumsiness.

	The boy’s hand disappeared behind him, and Gawain’s mind reeled.

	His chest heaved up and down as his pulse raced. He clenched his hands into fists.

	What would his father say to learn his son died alone in such a manner? What would Connor say?

	Connor, he thought. Would Connor weep for him when he learned of the fate which befell him? Would he, in death, haunt Connor’s dreams and make Connor long for what they could have had in life?

	The boy’s arm tensed, and Gawain felt his throat tighten. He shut his eyes and waited for the blow of the boy’s blade.

	He remembered the first day he trained with a sword. It felt heavy in his young hands. He could barely swing it, even with all his might. If he could but muster even a small fraction of the strength he had as a boy, perhaps he could get away from his captors.

	Gawain opened his eyes, his nostrils flaring as he desperately struggled for air. Just a little, he thought. Only a little strength and he could run. Not gallant or brave, but he could live if he could only run.

	He looked back to the boy, and cried out as his executioner straightened his arm and leaned forward.

	But, it was not his sword the boy reached toward, only the jug of ale.

	“You are among friends, traveler.”

	“Well‌—‌”

	“Hold your tongue.” The boy cut her off. “I am Brân Andoe, and she is called Aeronwy Mórgor. What is your name, stranger?”

	As the boy brushed his hair back from his face, Gawain thought he had the look of a Meïnir about him. “Gawain. My name is Gawain, but in my mother’s tongue I am called Dáire Máthramail.”

	“Like his mother?” Brân asked.

	Gawain nodded. “You know the old language?”

	“Of course.” Brân scoffed. “I have known it all my life.”

	Gawain attempted to sit, but pain shot through his body as he pushed himself up.

	“Be still.” Brân placed his hand on Gawain’s chest. “You were hurt badly when you fell. I stitched up that leg of yours and packed it with a poultice, but it could reopen if you struggle too much.”

	“Ah, yes.” Gawain had forgotten his injury for a moment. His mind swam, too agitated to focus.

	“I would call you Dáire, if I may.” Brân smiled.

	“By all means.” Gawain let his head rest back on the furs beneath him. “Tell me, am I far from the Gabraëth Mountains?”

	Brân shook his head. “We are several days to the south, near the Sionainne, in the heart of the Forest of Reibios.”

	“What business do you have in these parts?” Aeronwy asked with a noted sharpness.

	“I come from Arlais.”

	She raised an eyebrow. “You do not have the look of a priest.”

	Though it was foremost on his mind, he did not confide in these strangers the business of Connor and his curse. It was much too personal.

	“I seek the aid of the Duamor in the imminent war,” he explained. “The Humes of Annwyd plan to march on the Brynlands toward Glyndŵr. And if they do, they will obliterate Arlais in the process.”

	Brân and Aeronwy exchanged a knowing glance.

	Gawain did not let it go unnoticed. “Why do I feel I have brought information of which you already have knowledge?”

	“We are on a scouting mission,” Aeronwy explained. “Sent by Neirin of Glyndŵr to procure information in secret of the Hume outposts in the Brynlands. We know of the war of which you speak. We also know the reason Annwydians cite: the attack on Cærwyn the night of the clansmeet.”

	“Then you must know the Féinmhuinín are blamed.” Gawain spoke in a calm, casual tone, detaching himself from the accusers.

	“Yes,” Brân said. “We have heard that, but there is no truth to it. A pleasant lie to appeal to the masses, I am sure.”

	“But who would‌—‌”

	Brân’s fist thundered against the trunk of the tree next to him. “The Arlaïns, no doubt!”

	“Stay your anger.” Aeronwy frowned. “They had nothing to do with it. This was a Hume matter.”

	Brân rubbed his bloody knuckles, but did not seem to mind the pain.

	Aeronwy continued. “It was not the Féinmhuinín, but a band of brigands for hire.”

	“Mercenaries?”

	“Hired by none other than he who seeks to persecute the Féinmhuinín for his crimes,” Aeronwy declared angrily. “Madoc, crown prince of Annwyd.”

	“But it was Féin poison which taints the High King’s nephew, Connor!”

	“The king’s nephew has been poisoned?” Brân looked to Aeronwy again. “That is the ammunition for their attack?”

	“You…‌you had no knowledge of this?” Gawain regretted telling them. Were they lying and the Féinmhuinín responsible for the attack, he had just let them know of their success.

	Aeronwy shook her head. “We knew of the attack on the clansmeet, but we did not know of Connor’s poisoning. It would make sense though. With High King Alric Gwalchgwyn dead‌—‌”

	“What?” Gawain’s eyes widened. “The High King is dead?”

	“Dead since season’s beginning,” Brân confirmed. “Succeeded by Duke Rhodri Helygen.”

	“So you see, if it was Madoc’s purpose to have Cærwyn ally itself with Annwyd in the war, what better way than to murder the heir to the throne.”

	“But Connor is not the heir to the throne‌—‌he never was. It is his elder brother who sits upon the throne now.”

	“They are brothers. It would be simple enough to mistake one for the other in the dark of night, would it not?” Aeronwy asked.

	Gawain had not thought of such a premise. What if it truly was Rhodri who the arrow was meant for? It would make more sense if the attacker had intended to kill the king’s heir. Such an act would certainly have been a better fuse to light for the powder keg of war. No matter, he thought, whatever the meaning behind the act, Connor now suffered.

	“That does not explain how the mercenaries would have acquired the felltithe.”

	Aeronwy crossed her arms, seemingly reticent to speak to a man she had met only the day prior. Brân seemed all too eager to answer his questions, however, something of which she did not approve.

	“The mercenaries, they are not entirely unknown to us. They are radicals who originally made their home here, within the forest.”

	“Reibirians are responsible for the attack on Castle Cærwyn?”

	“No!” Aeronwy retorted angrily. “We of the Reibirians do not sell ourselves for the cheapness of gold coin. We live in the realm of honor, devoted to the protection of Glyndŵr, our home.”

	Brân, in an attempt to calm Aeronwy’s fury, spoke. “If what Dáire says is true, we must notify Neirin immediately. If Annwyd has Féinmhuinín craft at their disposal, it could be dire for all of us in their war path.”

	Aeronwy stood. “We must return to Glyndŵr now!”

	“Dáire should rest until the morning.” Brân looked up at her with a pleading eye.

	“You intend to bring him with us?”

	“Would you have him die here in the forest without care? Or worse yet, have him return to Annwyd were he a spy?”

	“Very well.” Aeronwy sighed. “We shall keep camp, but we depart at first light for Glyndŵr.”

	“A fine plan.” Brân smiled and looked back to Gawain. “You should sleep now. Though the journey is not far, you will need your strength.”
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	[image: C]onnor looked out over the groves from the top of the small incline just outside the main gardens. He took a deep breath of the morning air, the scent of violets dancing before the aromatic curtain of herbs and blooms. He had woken long before the first pale light of dawn pierced the canopy of the forest. He thought he would be excited for this day to finally arrive. When he lived in Cærwyn, the prospect of such a day would have filled him with utter joy. But that was before.

	A chill blew from behind, and he pulled his cloak around himself. The plain robes he wore would not be enough to keep him warm once the deepest days of winter set in.

	Beyond the sound of the wind, he recognized the familiar, soft footsteps which approached him. “Sawyl,” he said, grinning. “You need more practice if you wish to become an initiate soon.”

	“Oh‌—‌”

	Connor turned to find the boy dressed in thick robes with an elongated basket strapped to his back. “Did you make that one yourself?” he asked, suddenly ashamed of the handmade smaller one at his feet.

	Sawyl shook his head. “Cathbad did.”

	“Are you off to your lessons with Cathbad then?”

	Sawyl nodded. “Today, he has promised to teach me more about the yew groves.”

	How lucky Sawyl must be, Connor thought as he studied the boy. There were a number of proselytes, but none of whom garnered the attention Sawyl received. He had practically been fostered by Arlais itself, doted on by the senior priests and priestesses. Connor wondered if he realized the sheer amount of knowledge he had been given before even pledging to become an initiate in the order. Though it went without saying, Sawyl would become a priest someday.

	“Aife tells me Cathbad is quite impressed with you.”

	“He is?” Sawyl gave him a beaming, toothy grin.

	Despite his lowly position as a proselyte, he had been appointed by Ceridwen as her informal attendant. The High Priest Cairbre objected at first, unsettled by the thought of a Hume male attending the high priestess, but Ceridwen was quick to allay his fears.

	In addition to Connor, the senior priestess Aife had been named for the traditional, formal role of Ceridwen’s attendant. A most fortuitous appointment, as far as Connor was concerned, as she was the mistress of herbal teachings in Arlais, a subject in which he wished to excel. The ability to work closely with her, as attendants to the high priestess, would allow him to garner any information she may reveal, even indirectly.

	“What are you doing today?” Sawyl asked.

	“Today begins my first day of seclusion, before the rites when I take my vows.”

	“Are you ready for them?”

	“Yes. Although I do not look forward to remaining in seclusion for so long.”

	“Until spring is a long time.”

	Connor agreed, but the seclusion would be necessary for him to reflect on his devotion, and to call upon the spirits of the forest to inform them of his intentions.

	Sawyl turned to walk away, but then looked at him. “Do not die.”

	Connor smiled. “It is only seclusion, I will be fine.”

	Sawyl shook his head. “Not that. I meant after.”

	“After?”

	Sawyl looked around before he spoke, his voice low. “I have heard tales of what can happen after the seclusion. Some have dangerous, violent reactions. Some cannot stand the pain. There was a priestess once. She screamed and flailed about, shouting about the flames erupting from her skin. She screamed and cried until she was out of breath‌—‌until she stopped breathing.”

	Cathbad called out from across the groves. “Sawyl!”

	“I better go.” Sawyl rushed off, nearly tripping over his robes.

	“Me too,” Connor said under his breath. He shrugged his shoulder, feeling it tense. He did not need the initiation rites to worry him of such pain, the ever-present curse upon him saw to that all too well.

	He continued to practice a silent walk through the forest, cradling the new basket that had dried only the day prior. Silence had always been a necessary skill practiced by those at Arlais, but it was more important than ever after the assault. He knew he must master the skill. He must place his feet with precision, and blend in with the trees, slowing his heart rate, breathing with shallow, calm breaths. He knew he could become almost invisible, once he perfected the technique.

	The first festival to take place since the attack would occur after his seclusion. The Irlasydeni Festival celebrated the return of the fullness of life within all the plants in Dweömer. It was during this festival that the proselytes could choose to take their vows and become full initiates of Arlais.

	Connor was the only proselyte who would take vows this year, however. Sawyl would, were he older, but it would be several years before he would be considered. No others had come to the forest since the events of the Ddirym Festival. He could not blame them for being frightened. He too felt a terrible dread when he woke in the mornings, waiting for the day the army finished the task that those from the Vega Outpost had started.

	He was unaware of what happened in the outside world, but within the forest, all had been peaceful. If Ceridwen had seen visions or received messengers, she had not relayed any information of circumstances which may have arisen. He no longer had the luxury of questioning Ceridwen, however. She stood as the leader of the faith he would soon pledge his very life to uphold.

	Connor stopped mid-stride.

	Reminiscence had the ability to be a painful, gut-wrenching thing. It slithered into his consciousness without any sense of warning as the scent of sweet grass twisted his clarity into thoughts of yesterdays long since lost. An intoxicating emotion, he could feel its grip on his heart, squeezing with such force he thought he would burst from the pressure within.

	He gripped the coarse bark of a birch tree next to him, peeling some of its papery sheets with his hand as he steadied himself. Memories flooded forth of his mother, the scent of sweet grass in her hair as she tucked him into bed. Then he remembered the last time he had been in his drying house at the castle. Gawain had been there. It felt like a lifetime ago.

	He took a deep breath, and coughed, the dull sting of emotion still clinging to his throat. He looked down at his palm. Stained red with a spatter of blood, he wiped it on the bark of the tree before rubbing the back of his hand against his lips, finding it too was bloody.

	“Ah, Connor, I worried you lost your way through the forest.” The soft-spoken voice of Orrin tore him away from the moment. “Are you ready?”

	“I am.” Connor lowered his chin and hid his hand behind him as he walked toward Orrin.

	Orrin led him deeper into the forest to a tiny hut sequestered away from the main grounds of Arlais. The small stream trickling into the clearing around the hut came from the sacred well at the base of the Brynmor, an offshoot of the brook flowing to the walled garden of the high priestess. Other than this water, Connor would ingest very little until the time his seclusion ended.

	“Do you miss them?”

	“Hmm?” Connor looked to Orrin.

	“Those you left in the outside world.”

	He exhaled. “I miss them as the sun misses the stars, come morning’s light.”

	“Eloquent for one so young.”

	The compliment was lost on Connor, muddled in his thoughts. He could not declare he had no regrets in leaving the world behind for Arlais, but he also could not bring himself to give words to his regret.

	“Now, tell me why you will go into seclusion.”

	“So that I might find myself closer to the spirits of the forest.”

	“Not just those of the Hwerydh, but those of all the world.”

	Connor nodded.

	“How does seclusion help you do such a thing?”

	“By leaving the noise of the world behind me, I might hope to hear the voices of the spirits within myself.”

	“Very good. Your lessons have taught you well.”

	“Thank you.” Connor bowed his head slightly, his old habits of bowing to royalty returning momentarily. He did wonder if he lied to the priest just then. It was a verse practiced well, but he did not know if he would hear such voices. He was only Hume, after all. There were many others in the priesthood though, he rationalized. If they could hear them, so could he.

	Orrin led him deep into the forest, deeper than Connor ever dared venture before. Whispers of the wind through tree branches rustled leaves and the grasses on the forest floor.

	“In the old days, there were more here.” Orrin pointed.

	Connor looked toward the older man’s crooked forefinger, following it to the clearing before them. A dilapidated one-room house of stone sat in the center of the clearing next to a small creek. Surrounding the area, circles of unmortared stone and the rare scattered rock were all that remained of the other buildings which once would have housed other initiates, Connor assumed.

	Sod roof. Hide-covered windows. Connor hoped it would be enough to shield him from the cold forest nights. Above the dwelling loomed the bare, white branches of a monstrous tree, long since dead to the ages.

	“This was the first settlement of the Dicadah, those who came from beyond the Sea of Glass to the east.”

	Connor scanned the area again. “Only five houses?”

	Orrin nodded. “If that small group had not been found by our ancestors, who knows if they would have survived? Their knowledge would have been lost.”

	“What knowledge?”

	He smiled. “Now is not the time for that. You will learn all about our history in due course. For now, you should focus only on your growth in seclusion.”

	Connor looked to his feet, not knowing why he felt embarrassed at having asked the question.

	“I wish you well.” Orrin walked away, and soon Connor could not see him through the dense forest.

	Connor placed his hand on the flap of leathers across the door and sighed. He placed his foot on the threshold stone and said the small prayer he had been taught to say upon entering any unknown place which caused him alarm.

	He pulled back the flap and found himself surprised at the quaint abode. It had been recently cleaned, and fresh food and water had been placed on the table. Several pieces of brown bread with butter and jams on pats beside them, a handful of berries, and two slices of roasted venison were on the plate.

	Connor sat down to eat, surprised to find the venison still warm. It would be the last hot meal he would eat until his seclusion ended. He looked to the corner of the room next to the stone fireplace. A large crock packed with salt and dried meat sat near a tightly-woven basket with what remained of the twigs for kindling. The stream outside provided plenty of fresh water, but that dried meat would be his only sustenance until he rejoined the others.

	After eating, he realized how late in the day it had grown. Though, he thought, most light could simply be blocked out by the trees so deep in the forest.

	The fireplace was empty, and he knew he would need a fire when the night grew cold. Nothing had been left to chance, and he found an axe leaning against the pile of logs outside. They would never burn properly without being split at such a size, he thought. Pulling his sleeves above his elbows, he lifted a log and turned it on its end. As he hoisted the axe above his head, he felt his shoulder strain, but ignored it as best as he could.

	With four logs split, Connor found himself covered in sweat. He carried them inside, and arranged them in the fireplace before standing back up to stretch, feeling his robes stick to him with sweat.

	Frowning, he stripped off his robe and placed it on the bed. As the mattress of straw rustled beneath his touch, the familiar scent of lavender filled the room.

	The cool evening air brushed against his naked body, and he felt his skin dimple. The water of the stream barely reached his knees, so he knelt down to wash himself. He scooped water into his hands and splashed it up onto his face.

	He looked at the fresh, pink scar across his palm, a reminder of what happened atop the Brynmor which would stay with him for the remainder of his life. Taking a deep breath, he balled his hand into a fist, feeling the raised flesh of the scar beneath his fingertips. Death had not made itself unknown to him, but never had he helped it claim a victim‌—‌until that night, that night which seemed almost a dream from another life.

	The all-too-familiar weight of sadness swelled up from within, and he closed his eyes. It was not the melancholy which accompanied dusky winter. It was not dark and brooding, it was white and hazy. He felt absent from everyone and everything, and even the dim light of the evening was too much for his tired eyes.

	He returned to the stone house. His arms felt weak, as though a great weight had been carried in them, but he managed to dry himself before tumbling into the bed.

	Under the cloak of darkness, when Connor had only his thoughts to entertain him, he still saw that garish, yellow smile. The man’s lips curled into a grin even as his life’s blood left him. Had he welcomed death as a comrade, or had he denied the futility of struggling?

	Connor shivered as a chill came over him, and he pulled the blankets up over his head.

	A sudden jolt of pain ripped his thoughts from him. He let out a strangled gasp as he pressed his palm against the wound on his chest, clenching his fingers on his shoulder. He tried to maintain deliberate breaths as he trained himself to do when pain overtook him, but it did not help. The pain which wracked through his body seemed worse than before. While he had grown accustomed to the dull aches and soreness throughout his body, amplified by such episodes, this time it felt as though a hot poker twisted itself in his chest.

	As the fire ripped through his entire body, he threw the blankets to the floor. Sweat seeped through the back of his dressing robe and he struggled to sit up. With more effort than he realized he had within him, he managed to swing his legs over the side of the bedding and rest his feet on the floor as he hunched over.

	He took slow, deep breaths in through his nose and out through his mouth, and closed his eyes. If past incidents were of any consequence, he knew what would happen next. His head would throb and it would be as lumber struck with an axe. It always started at the base of his skull, spreading up and outward with the sharpest pain cleaving through the center of his head and focusing between his eyes. But, the pain did not come. His head remained clear, and he continued his breathing.

	A sensation of dry hay in the back of his throat elicited a hoarse coughing fit. This was new, he managed to think as he clenched his eyes, tears already streaming down his face from the exertion.

	His hand trembled as he reached out for the pitcher of water on the table across from him. He managed to pull it toward him and greedily gulped most of the cool liquid down. Only when he stopped to breathe did he notice the blood in his palm.

	A strange thought came to the forefront of his mind. What if he did not live long enough to even finish his period of seclusion, let alone fulfill his initiation? Thoughts of a death more imminent than he had prepared himself for made him feel light-headed.

	He let himself fall back onto the mattress, too exhausted to bother reaching for the blankets on the floor. What would Ceridwen do should she hear he had passed away alone in the forest, far away from Arlais? What would his uncle think? Or Gawain?

	He rolled to face the wall. He prayed sleep would come upon him soon, but his thoughts raced for most of the night.
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	[image: B]ronwen stared at her bowl, filled with a thick horse meat stew, still piping hot from the cook’s pot. Newly-crafted to commemorate the king’s coronation, the intricately carved trestle table in Castle Cærwyn could seat at least one hundred of the kingdom’s nobles. Tonight, it was rather bare, save for herself, Rhodri, and several of his advisors.

	As she looked to his face, she could see his emotions displayed painfully clear. His advisors had been bickering amongst themselves‌—‌a favorite pastime of the council, should their actions of late be any indication. Rhodri looked so overwhelmed. She wished she could reach out to grant him comfort. Never had he confided in her in the time they had been married, but he did not need to. Bronwen could tell he was under terrible strain. He still sought out his bearings as High King, and seemed to struggle every day.

	The scenario reminded her of sitting in her father’s great hall as a child, lavish feasts with nobles from the entire kingdom of Annwyd in attendance. She loved to sit at the table and listen to their conversations, though she did not understand much at the time. Her brother Madoc was too young to attend, which made her feel even more important, as though she were a true lady of court.

	Castle Cærwyn’s hall was not as inviting as it had been when Alric was alive. Rhodri did not seem to bother with luxuries such as lit braziers and incense. The tapestries in the hall had coatings of dust upon them and the cobwebs had not been swept in a season’s time. The castle was but a hollow shell of what it once was.

	Crows roosted in the rafters of the hall, and cried out at all hours of the day and night. Their shrill calls haunted the castle with a somber pall of dread. She felt the eyes of the crows above her, and glanced to the ceiling. She could not help but feel they were spirits sent to haunt her for her lust of Rhodri, and to punish her for her sins toward Siana.

	Bronwen sat in silence, letting the men spar with each other over how the king’s realm should best be run. Rhodri looked bored with the matter. Though, the boredom could have sprung from exasperation.

	“And what of the northern road?” asked Ealdorman Gruffudd Barciau.

	Bronwen tilted her bowl forward to scoop a small bit of broth into her spoon as she waited for Rhodri to answer.

	He merely lifted the goblet to his lips. His boredom stained his face just as the wine stained his lips.

	“Your Highness?”

	Rhodri nodded, but he did not speak and instead took another sip of wine.

	“Do we have Your Highness’ permission to garrison the shires in the northern ealdormanry?”

	Another advisor spoke up. “Could that not provoke‌—‌?”

	“And if it does?” shot back the king.

	The venom in his voice was palpable, as Bronwen had grown accustomed to hearing from men too scared to show their fear. Their rage failing to hide the quiver of a boy hiding behind his nursemaid’s skirts.

	Bronwen placed a hand on her stomach, round and plump with child. She did not remember a time when her husband had uttered even the simplest of kind words to her. Even as she carried his child within her, he did not seem to pay her any mind at all.

	Rhodri was speaking, but his words held no weight. He babbled on about war and the death of his people with the same lightness one would speak of an annoyance of rain or a chill in the air. Yet, Bronwen knew, it was not a malicious uncaring tone. Rhodri spoke as though he did not hear his own words. He spoke as though his very breath could give out under the strain of putting sound to them.

	She thought back to her short time as Alric’s wife, and was astonished to find herself longing for his kind presence in the room. While she did not love him as he loved her, never did she feel neglected. Instead, Alric danced on her every word and sought only to see her happiness. Why had she despised being married to him so? She no longer remembered. All she remembered was how fiercely her passion for Rhodri had burned. But passion soon ebbed as the days of winter grew shorter and darker.

	It was not that Rhodri was cruel to her. She had whatever she desired: fine linens and silks, jewels, gold‌—‌everything but the kindness of his voice. He could not be bothered to give her a smile or even something as quaint as the turn of the corner of his lip in amusement. Emotions seemed just out of his grasp, fuzzy shapes in the distance just beyond the reach of his fingertips.

	She looked at him, her thoughts drowning out the sound of his voice. She watched as the soft stubble of his unkempt face caught on the top of his lip as he spoke. She loved him. Despite all of it, she still loved him.

	“If you will excuse me, my lord husband, I will take my leave from your table.” Bronwen stood, ignoring the stunned faces of the council who believed a woman should not interrupt their arguments. “Talk such as this is for men, and I have grown tired.”

	Rhodri gave her a quick nod before he returned to the conversation, and she left the hall.

	She did not know why she had chosen to join him this night. Perhaps she had grown tired of taking her meals alone in her quarters. Now, she longed to sit in the warmth of her bedroom in front of the roaring fire. Her feet ached and her back felt as though she had slept beneath a stampede of stallions.

	Her legs were still unaccustomed to the added weight of her womb, something she took notice of as she lumbered her way up the central staircase to the second floor.

	The room was warm and cheery with the fire burning brightly. The heavy tapestries which covered the window had been pulled back, per her orders. While she enjoyed the warmth of the hearth, she still had hot spells, and the room grew far too closed for her liking. The fresh winter air was a blessing in all but the deadest night.

	“Are you well?” Mara asked as she carried a warm pitcher of water into the room. “I heard you left the hall. Did you wish to sup alone?”

	“I could not bear to listen to them argue politics any longer.” Bronwen turned to face her.

	“You have always enjoyed political tidings.” Mara poured the water from the pitcher into the bedside basin before setting it down and wiping her brow. “But, with child, I am sure you tire far more easily.”

	“Yes, thank you, Mara,” Bronwen said with genuine gratitude. The warm water would be a welcome comfort.

	“Are you certain you are well?” Mara studied her. “You do not seem yourself.”

	“I could say the same of you‌—‌winded from carrying a pitcher of water.” Bronwen sat on the bed and reached for the cloth draped over the side of the basin. “I feel uncertain as of late.”

	“What ails you, child?”

	Bronwen paused to gather her thoughts, but felt the words pour from her mouth. “I miss my father. I miss Annwyd. This place, even after all these months, it is still so foreign to me. It has grown cold, distant.”

	“It will take time.” Mara sat down on the small stool beside the hearth, her hands on her knees.

	“Mara, did you send a messenger to my father?”

	“Of the child? Yes, m’lady. He left earlier today.”

	“That is good. My father will be pleased at his status as grandsire. More so should I give birth to a son, but he will be pleased nonetheless.”

	“I am certain he shall send tribute to you and the High King at the joyous news. Gweliwch and Helygen will surely send tributes as well.”

	“Mara, do you think it wise to have sent messengers to them?” Bronwen placed her hand on her belly. “What if they seek to harm me or the heir to Cærwyn?”

	“It would be far more unwise to exclude either province from the announcement of the High King’s firstborn. We live in a most precarious political climate, and it would not be best for either Gweliwch or Helygen to think they had been scorned by the kingdom. Worse yet for them to think Cærwyn was aligning itself to Annwyd and forgetting its provinces.”

	“That is true.” She wiped the cloth across the back of her neck, leaning forward to allow the water to trickle into the basin.

	“It is bad enough that your husband is lacking in his duties.”

	“What do you mean?” Bronwen already knew the answer. She too had noticed how Rhodri had not only withdrawn from their marriage, but also ignored his duties as High King.

	Mara frowned. “Do not play the fool, it does not suit you.”

	“I feign ignorance to the goings-on of the kingdom. I do not feel it wise to appear more knowledgeable than the High King.”

	“That may be true for others, but you should know after all this time that you may speak candidly with me.”

	“What do you suggest?”

	“Do not be so sure that Cærwyn would reject a queen as their ruler.”

	“What?” Bronwen scoffed. “Mara, have you lost your faculties? You have seen how Rhodri’s advisors treat me.”

	“Cærwyn is not Annwyd, my dear. Allow yourself your own advisors. If Rhodri refuses, or is unable to rule, you must guide this kingdom to prosperity. He could sit as a mere figurehead while you lead from his side.”

	“Do not think that your suggestion has not entered into my thoughts before this time. You know I have dreamt of ruling as High Queen and not queen consort since I was a child, but, Mara, that was long before I knew of the political ramifications of such things. I was but a child then. I know better now.”

	“You do not seem yourself.”

	“Perhaps I am not myself.” Bronwen took a deep breath. “I sometimes forget who I am. My husband’s advisors believe me to have the power to sway his decisions. I feel that all eyes are upon me. My gown has many lengths of linen and yet I feel naked to the world.”

	“My Queen.”

	Queen, she thought. Her mind had been so clouded as of late that she had forgotten what the term meant. Perhaps she had never known and was only now learning.

	“Bronwen.” Mara’s tone softened. “You wished for power, and now you have all the power one could hope for. It is time for you to wield it and carve out the future for us all.”

	Bronwen stayed silent. She knew Mara was right. She must reign with exacting resolve. Rhodri was no king‌—‌he was more like a child in many ways. In her gut, she knew the reason for his withdrawal, but she dare not speak it aloud. Rhodri still missed his first wife. She could hardly bear the thought. Were she to hear the words, she would not be able to hold back her tears. She could not bring herself to blame Rhodri for his actions, however. Siana had bewitched him and stolen part of his soul. That was why he appeared so hollow now. It was not his fault, it was that harpy’s. Rhodri was hers now though, and she loved him enough for the both of them. She could ignore his coldness as long as he stayed near.

	“Bronwen?” Mara’s voice brought her back from her daydream.

	“I am fine.”

	Mara stood before her, waiting for Bronwen to continue, but the queen did not elaborate. “Very well.” She curtly took her leave from the room.

	After the door closed, Bronwen heaved a heavy sigh. Though she loved Mara more than any other, she found the woman to be taxing as of late.

	Bronwen wistfully turned to the window to gaze out at the north. The towers of the castle were in dark silhouette against the blood red sunset, and cast their shadows into the courtyard like black fingers climbing the walls to her windowsill.

	Far to the north, beyond the forests of Cærwyn and the waters of the Dagrau was her homeland. She found herself frequently thinking of the happenings in Annwyd. Mara warned her long ago to be distrustful of her brother, but she did not find it necessary until times of late. Madoc would soon come of age to claim the throne, and she heard whispers of his growing support in the kingdom.

	She knew, even before she became queen, that the fate of Annwyd would be closely tied to the fate of Cærwyn. She worried for both kingdoms and knew their unification would be the best option for all. However, her father would not be keen on the idea unless she remained firmly under his thumb. She had no intentions of ruling under his control, however. It was a thought which frightened her.

	Rumors of dissension among the members of the Senate crept into Cærwyn via her spies. Mihangel, though a powerful man, was frail, and it worried her. It was through his leadership that the Senate was so prosperous. She worried that when he passed into the Maker’s realm, chaos would soon follow. Her father would not be made head of the council, as it was not customary for the Annwydian king to garner so much political influence. Were they fortunate, she thought, Vaughn Garanth would take the seat. Having jurisdiction over the magisters, he already showed great promise. He too was elderly, however. A younger member would be a better choice, but Kendric Pahne had yet to prove his worth.

	What sort of council would she appoint? She smiled. She knew she set foot further into the future than she had right to, with Rhodri still seeing to affairs of the kingdom. Her thoughts quickly traveled back across the Dagrau to Annwyd.

	As she thought of her brother, Bronwen felt the hair on her neck prickle, and a sourness filled her mouth. Her dreams of late had centered on Madoc. These were thoughts which she did not even dare speak of to Mara, whom she trusted with her very life. No, she would not utter such things because she did not believe in such things. It was mere superstition which haunted her mind and gave her such fright.

	Yet, she could not shake the visions from her dreams. A banner of red spread out through the land from the gates of Rotham. As Bronwen closed her eyes, she could see small dots of light‌—‌flames. A line of flames flickered like candles far off in the distance. The scent was not of tallow but something she could not place. Something foul. Something wrong.

	“Madness,” she whispered into the night.
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	[image: M]adoc watched braith sit at the large desk in his bedchamber, as he had so often in the past few weeks. His father pulled a large parchment out of a leather wrap and spread it out on the desk before him. He scowled as he ran his forefinger over the map. He traced lines across the Brynlands, and tapped hard where the Vega Outpost had once stood.

	In the mirror, which hung above the fireplace, he saw Braith’s face and he took a deep breath. Though the visage of his father looked distorted from the angle, he could see the lines which now carved his father’s skin. Braith scratched his cheek, the rough bristles of his unshaven skin eliciting a rough noise Madoc recognized to be as intrinsical to his father as anything else. Even at his age, he could remember the feeling of his father’s beard beneath his chubby fingers as a young bairn, and how his father told him he would have a beard like his one day when he was a man.

	“How long have you been standing there?”

	“Not long.” Madoc walked toward him, taking another deep breath.

	He reached for the chair against the wall, and dragged it across the floor to set it in front of his father’s desk. The loud scraping of wood on stone did nothing to get another response from Braith, whose attention remained on the papers in front of him.

	Madoc looked closer at his father’s face. Pale and drawn, whether from age or from worry, Braith appeared years older than his age. He could have been mistaken for Madoc’s grandfather in such a light.

	Long since gone from this world to that of the Maker, his grandfather still loomed large in Madoc’s memory. He held his grandfather in esteem. A distant and stern man, he never seemed to have much time for him except on rare occasions, such as a bit of foxhunting.

	He wondered if Braith knew in what high regard he held him. He made an effort to be in his children’s lives, unlike his own father. Should an unknown bastard arrive at his doorstep, Madoc knew his father would attempt to raise the child‌—‌there was no question in his mind of such a matter.

	Madoc had grown distant from Braith as of late, but he had always been his own man from a very young age and did not cling to his father as Bronwen had. He wondered if Bronwen resented their father for marrying her to a man so much her elder, though she was now married to a younger man.

	Madoc let out a forced cough.

	The inked plume Braith had been writing with came to a halt, and he set it in the inkpot. He took a moment to crack his neck and knuckles before looking up from the page to Madoc.

	“What troubles you this day?”

	“Father, I‌—‌”

	Tristram’s soft knocking came at the door, and he did not wait for the king to welcome him in before he opened the door. “My lord.” Tristram gave a courteous bow. “I have come to inform you that the Senate will convene soon.”

	“What?”

	Madoc looked out his window and, indeed, dawn had come without his notice. “Would it not be more convenient later in the day?”

	“Oh, wouldst you prefer I give the Senate your regrets?”

	“No.” Braith did not allow Madoc to answer before he huffed out a breathy groan as he stood from the table. “Of course I will attend. It would not do well for me to offend the others, and I have matters to discuss.”

	“Yes, my lord.” Tristram bowed again before leaving the room.

	Moments later, Braith walked down the long corridor to the Senate with Madoc at his side. As the large doors opened, they drew the attention of the others.

	“It is good for you to join…‌what is this?” Mihangel spoke gently from his tall chair at the head of the room. “The prince joins us as well?”

	“I thought it wise to let the boy listen to affairs of state. The throne shall be his one day, shall it not?”

	Hushed animosity filled the room as Braith took his seat. Madoc waited near the door.

	“My lords,” Mihangel addressed them all. “We know of what matters we have come to speak of this day. Though it happened weeks ago, the loss of the entirety of the Vega Outpost is still fresh in the minds of our people. Men‌—‌husbands, brothers, and sons of Annwyd‌—‌were lost that terrible day. Yet, the cause of this atrocity is still not fully understood. All knowledge we have of that day is that the orders of the attack came from House Denorheim. Is that not correct, Your Majesty?”

	“Yes, you speak truth, my lord Mihangel.” Braith shifted his weight in his chair, and Madoc took note of his humbled tone. “The orders to attack Arlais were from my mouth alone.”

	“Why is it only now that we have come together to speak of such matters?” Kendric Pahne twisted his mouth in annoyance, conceivably knowing full well the answer. “Our king took ill not long after, did he not? Well, praise be to the Maker that you have recovered or, perhaps, we may never have convened.”

	“That is not of concern.” Mihangel shook his head. “We have gathered now, and that is what matters. We must speak of what to do in the wake of this tragedy.”

	“Lord Mihangel,” Braith said, a small bit of confidence returning to his voice. “I have been thinking of such matters for many days now.”

	“Oh, and what would you propose?” Vaughn Garanth clasped his fingers together, waiting for an answer.

	“I believe we must make haste to show our citizens that, despite this terrible loss, Annwyd is still the great kingdom it has always been, and shall remain so.”

	“Go on,” Mihangel coaxed.

	“I say we should have a tournament, a grand tournament, to give some joy to‌—‌”

	“And where is it you propose we acquire such funds?” Vaughn said, his wry manner grating. “Cooks to hire, servants, carpenters, singers, and that is to say nothing of the gold to be given as prizes.”

	“Surely the treasury will bear the expense?” Madoc scoffed, drawing the eyes of the others.

	“What treasury would that be? Our coffers run dry from the extravagance of his lordship!” Kendric snapped, no longer able to retain his civility. “Our people starve while he squanders what little money we have on his hedonistic ways. Our debt only climbs, and you are so foolish as to suggest spending, easily, over one hundred thousand in gold we do not have? Where would we get it from this time, Your Majesty? Ordanis? Cærwyn? Or perhaps we can borrow from the Meïnir? Surely, they have no use for gold as they live in a forest.”

	Madoc watched as the king fumed at the barrage of insults, but he knew his father could not speak out against them, fully aware the accusations to be true.

	“My grandsire left our kingdom with an abundance of gold, did he not? Certainly‌—‌”

	“Oh, he did, young prince.” Vaughn Garanth kept his eyes on Braith as he spoke to Madoc. “Now Annwyd owes hundreds of thousands of sovereigns to the kingdoms of Cærwyn and Ordanis. Perhaps your father could explain to us how this has happened?”

	“I concede that a tournament may not be the best of routes,” Braith said, breaking through the contention.
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