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NOVEL DESCRIPTION


A queen at war.

A love woven by the gods.

The looming shadow of darkness to come.

Britain, AD 38, When destiny crowns Cartimandua queen of the Brigantes, she inherits not just the rule of her ancient tribe but an imminent war. Seeking to take advantage of the upheaval amongst the Brigantes, the Parisii tribe strikes.

Cartimandua’s enemies soon discover the new Brigantes queen wears a crown of thorns and talons. Carti has no time to waste on petty squabbles. The Cailleach whispers of a looming threat from the south. Wielding ruthless strategy and strength, Cartimandua acts quickly to secure her hold on the north before an even worse darkness descends.

But even amongst the shadows, there’s a ray of light. Her new alliance with the Votadini tribe finds her engaged to the enigmatic Prince Cormag. Their bond offers a glimmer of hope for a bright future. Yet, as they carve out a life together, Carti cannot escape the echo of an old love.

To navigate the darkness looming on the horizon, Cartimandua must hold onto her throne and her heart with an iron grip. Can she protect her tribe and family from the rising storm?

From New York Times bestselling author Melanie Karsak comes The Crow Queen, depicting the life of Celtic Queen Cartimandua of the Brigantes during the second Roman invasion.


JOIN MELANIE’S NEWSLETTER
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Subscribe to Melanie ’s newsletter and get Under the Strawberry Moon for FREE!

Click HERE to get your bonus book!
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GLOSSARY


THE NORTHERN TRIBES

The Brigantes

Places:

Isurium Brigantum

Mydils Fort, near Teesmouth Harbor

Pennines Mountains, mountain range that stretches across Brigantes territory

Rigodonum, seat of the Brigantes

River Swale, located near Rigodonum

River Tees, located on the eastern coast at Teesmouth Harbor

River Ure, located near Three Sisters Henge

People:

Aedan, Brigantes chieftain, rules Isurium Brigantum

Aerin, nephew of Chieftain Aeden

Argenorix, Brigantes chieftain

Andoc, Brigantes chieftain

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

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

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

Branagán, Volixus’s and Cartimandua’s horse

Brennan, Brigantes chieftain, rules Mydils Fort

Bren, Bannon, and Ben, sons of Chieftain Brennan

Calos, Brigantes chieftain

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

Conall, chief guard in Rigodonum

Corva, priestess of the Cailleach

Duncal, guard in Rigodonum

Elspeth, kitchen maid in Rigodonum

Flora, wife of Chieftain Brennan

Môd, high priestess of the Cailleach

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

Nettle, Verbia’s cat

Onnen, high priestess of Brigantia

Ulixes, housecarl in Rigodonum

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

Subtribes ruled by the Brigantes:

The Corionototae

Caradoc, chieftain of the Corionototae

The Lopocares

Maelgwyn, chieftain of the Lopocares

The Setantii

Bell’s Harbor, seat of the Setantii

Chieftain Cam, former king, father of Ystradwel

Ystradwel, daughter of Cam

The Tectoverdi

Din Guayrdi, seat of the Tectoverdi

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

Artoci, brother of the deceased Lady Adelaide

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

Cadoc, deceased first son of Gallmaul and Adelaide

Catell, deceased second son of Gallmaul and Adelaide

Gallmaul, deceased second son of Cattigernos and Fand

Volixus, deceased first son of Cattigernos and Fand

Other Northern Tribes:

The Carvetti

Luguvalium, seat of the Carvetti

Cuneda, king of the Carvetti, father of Venutiux

Venutiux, second son of the Carvetti

Vortigiux, first son of the Carvetti

Willowan, deceased queen of the Carvetti

Subtribe ruled by the Carvetti

The Dardani

Barrow, seat of the Dardani

Whispering Glen, the ancestral home of Priestess Corva

Aelith, deceased queen of the Dardani and mother of Eddin

Eddin the elder, deceased king of the Dardani and father of Eddin

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

Geriant, deceased father of Priestess Corva

The Damnonii

Moirin, queen of the Damnonii

The Novantae

Rispain Fort, seat of the Novantae

Beira, queen of the Novantae

Merod, king of the Novantae

The Parisii

Brough, seat of the Parisii

Cayhou, fort in Parisii territory

Myrtlewood, village in Parisii territory

Alistair, nephew of King Ruith

Alys, princess of the Parisii

Baglan, Parisii chieftain

Cailleacha, queen of the Parisii

Ruith, king of the Parisii

Senorix, prince of the Parisii

The Selgovae

Aine, queen of the Selgovae

Artorios, king of the Selgovae

The Votadini

Din Eidyn, seat of the Votadini

Brodi, one of Cormag’s men

Cormag, prince of the Votadini

Damhan, one of Cormag’s men

Fergus, Cormag’s wolfhound

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

Ruid, deceased king of the Votadini

THE SOUTHERN TRIBES:

The Northern Iceni

Oak Throne, seat of the Northern Iceni

Aesunos, king of the Northern Iceni

Belenus, druid adviser of the king of the Northern Iceni

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

The Greater Iceni

Venta, seat of the Greater Iceni

Antedios, king of the Greater Iceni

Artur, son of Esu and adopted son of Prasutagus

Esu, wife of Prasutagus

Prasutagus, prince of the Greater Iceni

The Atrebates

Calleva Atrebatum, seat of the Atrebates

Verica, deposed king of the Atrebates

The Cantiaci

Durouernon, the seat of the Cantiaci

Anarevitos, king of the Cantiaci

The Catuvellauni

Verulamium, seat of the Catuvellauni

Caratacus, king of the Catuvellauni, brother of Togodumnus

Imogen, sister of Caratacus and Togodumnus

Togodumnus, king of the Catuvellauni, brother of Caratacus

The Coritani

Ruled by three kings: Volisios, Dumnocoveros, and Dumnovellaunus

The Cornovii

King Ord, king of the Cornovii

King Aengus, rival king for the crown of the Cornovii

Chieftain Broin, chieftain allied with Chieftain Cam

The Dobunni

Corinium Dobunnorum, seat of the Dobunni

Abandinus, king of the Dobunni

The Regnenses

Noviomagus Reginorum, seat of the Regnenses

Urien, king of the Regnenses

The Trinovantes

Camulodunum, seat of the Trinovantes

Aedd Mawr, exiled king of the Trinovantes

Camulos, patron god of the Trinovantes

Diras, grandson of Aedd Mawr

Julia Vitellius, Roman mother of Diras

The Druids of Mona

Caoilfhionn, current Arch Druid of Mona

Luadine, leader of the Order of Bards

Selwyn, High Priestess of Mona

Avallach (Avalon)

Venetia, High Priestess of Avallach

GODS, GODDESSES, AND MYTHOLOGICAL CREATURES

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

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

Chlíodhna, sea goddess of the Setantii

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

TERMS

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

Hectare, unit of measurement equivalent to 2.47 acres


CHAPTER 1
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My body trembled, the unseasonably cold wind piercing through my thin mourning dress, as I stood barefoot before Morfudd’s mound. The sound of the funeral dirge sang by the sisters of the Cailleach filled the night air. Their dark robes swirled around them, their torches flickering as they sent my mother to the Otherworld.

How would she be received there?

Would our ancestors shun her ignorance, or would she be forgiven for her transgressions?

I stared at the mound of stones.

In the span of one moon, I had become an orphan.

The chilling reality reminded me that death was a season. It could override the warmth of the summer sun or even make the bone-chilling cold of winter feel like a bright spring day. When death comes, it swarms over life like a plague.

In this dark season, it was difficult to find the light.

Duty and responsibility could make one rally through the pain.

Necessity could move a person.

But neither could heal.

Nothing but time could remedy death’s sting: Brigantia and the Cailleach, the spring and winter goddesses, forever dancing together.

I shuddered, the pain of my losses mounting, but I held it all behind a wall. I tried not to feel anything, but there were times when the surge pressed on the cracks.

While my father had gone to the tomb with honors, games, feasts, and witnesses, Morfudd was put into the cold ground in private. I stood before my mother’s mound, surrounded by the priestesses of the Cailleach and Brigantia. Along with us were Ystradwel, Ulixes, Conall, Eddin, and the guards, maids, and servants from the fort.

The people had not come.

Whispers abounded that my mother had plotted with Gallmaul to kill my father. The granddaughter of Bellnorix went to her royal tomb dishonored. As I stood there, the events in the great hall replaying through my mind, I could not ignore the doubt in my heart.

My mother had sworn she was innocent.

Guilt drove her to take her life.

But guilt over what? That she had acted rashly and endangered us, or that she had been complicit?

I wanted to believe my mother had been innocent, that she had fallen into a trap. I wanted to believe her only guilt was that she had lusted. But something nagged at the back of my mind. I was not alone in my doubts. The priestesses shared them as well. Because of that hesitation, we stood here on the windy plane of the Three Sisters Henge alone.

Môd shook a rattle, signaling the end of the lament.

Everything grew silent.

The wind blew, causing the torches to flicker in the wind, two of them burning out.

The dark-robed priestess of the Cailleach turned to me. “Princess Cartimandua, tomorrow Brigantia and the Cailleach will summon you for your trial. Return to Rigodonum and mourn this night, but prepare yourself. To rule the Brigantes, you must pass the twin goddesses’ tests. Only then may you take the crown of your forebearers,” she told me in an ominous tone.

“All shall be as the goddesses will,” I said solemnly.

Môd looked to Onnen, who nodded.

With that, the priestesses retreated from the mound, the white-robed priestesses of Brigantia walking in one line, the black-robed daughters of the Cailleach in the other.

I shivered.

“Carti, you’re freezing,” Eddin whispered, removing his cloak and covering me with it. The cloak held the warmth of Eddin’s body and carried his scent. His sweet scents of comforting, warm spices and soap, clung to the garment. I closed my eyes briefly, relishing the heat…and the smell.

“Prepare the horses and wagon,” Conall whispered to his men. “Princess,” he said. “Let’s get you home.”

I opened my eyes slowly and then nodded.

Turning, I met Ystradwel’s gaze. She gave me a sympathetic smile, then returned to the wagons with Conall and the others.

“Cartimandua, should we give you a moment alone?” Eddin asked gently.

Shaking my head, I reached for his hand.

Everything had come undone. My father was dead. My mother was dead and dishonored. Venutiux was to wed Alys. Cormag had left Rigodonum to seek his mother’s approval for our marriage. Everything around me was changing.

I squeezed Eddin’s hand.

“When my father died, the Carvetti celebrated. It was a great victory,” Eddin said sadly. “They sent my father to the pyre, letting their druids pray over him and call the gods, as honor demanded, but his death was a joyous event. I stood alone with the druids. I know what it means to stand beside a parent’s grave and feel…conflicted.”

“Even as I stand here, I doubt her. Yes, I do feel conflicted, but also, so very—”

“Angry?”

“Yes,” I said, feeling my stomach tremble. Tears welled in my eyes. Had my mother plotted to kill the father I had so dearly loved? Did it matter? They were both gone now.

“You’ll be all right,” Eddin told me. “You are strong, Cartimandua. Death changes us, but you will survive it.”

“Eddin,” I whispered. “The Cailleach says this is just the beginning. Dark forces are washing to our shores once more.”

“What dark forces?”

I turned and met his gaze. “Rome,” I whispered.

Eddin’s brow furrowed. “That cannot be.”

“That is the word she whispered. I sent men south to learn the truth. If it is true… My father could have handled such a threat, but I—”

“You are a queen of the Brigantes. Do not underestimate yourself.”

“I will be queen if I pass my trial.” While I was heir and, by rights, ruler of the Brigantes, bloodline was not the only consideration regarding who ruled the Brigantes. It was customary for each ruler of the Brigantes to face a trial before they took the crown. What happened was kept secret. I did not know where the priestesses would take me or what the trial consisted of. Once, my mother had spoken of her own test. Before sharing any details, she’d shuddered and then fallen into silence.

Eddin gave me a soft smile and then gently touched my chin. “You will be queen. You will rule your people and keep them safe from all dangers.”

“If only I could do the same for my friends.”

“You did not create my circumstances, Carti. I have no expectation you can remedy them. Although, holding me hostage is an interesting first step.”

“You make a terrible prisoner, by the way.”

“Not enough wailing and moaning?”

“A disappointing amount.”

Eddin laughed lightly. “Come on,” he said, unlacing his hand from mine and wrapping it around my waist, pulling me close. “Let’s go back to the fort, drink ourselves blind, and lament all the places our lives have gone wrong.”

“That sounds perfect.”

“I’ll be sure to rattle my chains for good measure.”

“Eddin…” I said with a light laugh, feeling some of the darkness fade from my heart under the glow of his smile.

Eddin winked at me, then led me from the mound.

My parents were gone. The past was behind me. Tomorrow, I would become queen—or die. Either way, an entirely new world was opening before me.

I glanced briefly at Eddin, who had an odd expression on his face. It was a mix of peace and pain. I realized I felt much the same.

But then, a tangle of weird emotions swelled up in me. Eddin was my oldest friend. I held his future in my hands. Restoring him to the throne meant war with the Carvetti. It was not a war I could afford. All the same, I wanted nothing more than to make Eddin whole again.

My heart yearned for it.

My heart…

I swallowed hard, pushing down that lump once more. If I passed my trial, I would become queen of the Brigantes. After that, there was no more Cartimandua. There was only the queen. The good of the Brigantes would stand before everything and everyone else. There was no personal desire, only the crown and the people I served. I would remember that. Always. From this moment forward, everything I did would be for the people. I would not fail them as my mother had done.

No matter the cost to me.


CHAPTER 2
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True to his word, Eddin procured several bottles of strong spirits, and the two of us retreated to my father’s—now mine—workroom, where we proceeded to drink. Excessively. The result was that I saw the clouds of sorrow lift from my friend’s countenance for the first time in many years. He regaled me with stories of his time under the Carvetti’s heels. At first, the tales of insults and ideocracy were too much, but the more we drank, the funnier it all became.

“And then,” Eddin said, holding his stomach as he laughed, reenacting a comical scene for me during which King Cuneda had chastised one of his guards, “and then,” he added, gasping, “Cuneda strutted off with a satisfied smirk, feathers puffed like a cock in a henhouse. Only, he had not understood the insult at all. The moment the door closed behind him, everyone in the hall burst into laughter.” Eddin laughed, tears coming to his eyes. “Aye, by Cernunnos, it was all I could do to keep from laughing for fear he’d make me sleep in the cowshed for the night if he caught on.”

“His sons said nothing?” I asked.

“Vortigiux did not understand the insult either, and Venutiux knew better than to correct his father in front of others, although he understood the slight.”

I laughed hard, wiping away my tears. “Aye, goddesses, Cuneda is a special creature.”

Eddin shook his head. “It would almost be funny if it were not my life.”

“Eddin…”

He laughed and rose again, crossing the room to peer into my father’s heaps of goods. I had yet had time to clear the space, with all the murdering and deception at hand.

“Look at this,” Eddin said, lifting a lyre from one of the boxes.

All at once, a memory came back to me. “I remember… You never went anywhere without an instrument strapped to your back. And if I remember correctly, you were rather skilled.”

Eddin chuckled. “My mother told me that if I was going to make so much noise, I might as well learn how to do so melodiously. My father teased me that he would send me to be a bard.”

“Perhaps you should have.”

“Maybe.”

“Do you still play?”

Eddin shook his head. “Cuneda did not like the noise and found the instrument unseemly for a prince—or an armor bearer—so he relieved me of the lyre my mother gave me. But, occasionally, I have passed by such an instrument and given it a strum or two.”

“Then that one is now yours, but only if you play something for me.”

Eddin chuckled. “Carti, my eyes are crossed, and I can barely stand upright.”

I laughed. “I’m in the same condition, so I promise I won’t even notice if any notes go sideways.”

At that, Eddin laughed and then strummed the strings, coaxing sweet notes. After tuning the instrument, he strummed a few more times and grinned at me. With a wink, he then launched into a tavern melody about a lusty barmaid, her cuckolded husband, and her many paramours in the village—which led to an amusing footrace involving an axe-wielding husband, a crying woman carrying a duck, and a man with his trousers around his ankles.

By the time Eddin reached the end of his song, he could barely get out the words through his laughter.

Tears streamed down my face, and I struggled to catch my breath.

Laughing, Eddin set the instrument aside while I refilled his cup.

“To LilyRose, the sweet-cheeked maid of Tarry Village,” he said, referring to the woman in the song.

I tapped my cup against his. “And to her many lovers. May the goddesses have mercy upon them.”

“And her poor husband.”

At that, we both laughed.

Eddin drank, then set his cup aside. “You, too, will soon have a husband.”

“If Queen Mael Muire agrees.”

“She will agree. It is good for her tribe.”

“And mine.”

“And yours.”

There was a lull in the conversation, and then Eddin looked up at me. “Is it good for you, Carti?”

A tight feeling pulled across my chest. “It is good for the Brigantes.”

“That’s not what I asked you.”

“Prince Cormag is…earnest.”

“The Bastard Prince,” Eddin said as he considered. “Earnest, eh? In that, he has Venutiux beat. You will be far better off with an earnest man,” he said then looked away from me, turning to pick up the instrument, strumming once more.

“Eddin…”

But Eddin said nothing. He merely plucked the strings. After a moment, he began singing a song I had not heard before.

The tender song spoke of two young loves, a princess and a prince, who were cursed by the gods from being together. A mountain formed between their kingdoms, separating them forever, each living a long life unfulfilled by the spirit of true love. The song was so heartbreaking, Eddin’s voice so sad, that tears welled in my eyes.

When the song ended, we were both silent for a long moment.

“You should have been a bard,” I said, dashing the tears away.

Eddin shook his head. “No. I should have been a king.”

He set the instrument aside and turned to me, taking the cup from my hands. He then gently put his hands on my neck, his green eyes on mine. He held my gaze. “I should have been a king. Your king.”

“Eddin…”

He stroked my cheek with his thumb. “Not false Venutiux. Not the Bastard Prince. Not them, Carti. Not them. Me. I should be your husband. I… I am the one who truly loves you, who has always loved you.”

“Eddin, I…” I began but stopped, unsure what to say.

“Is there is any chance that you feel as I do?”

“I made a promise to Cormag.”

“Is that what you really want? To marry Cormag?”

“I have given my word.”

“I didn’t ask you about your word.”

“Oh, Eddin. You are my dearest friend,” I whispered, feeling like my heart was breaking.

Eddin stared at me for a long time, then inhaled sharply, as if drawing himself back. He lifted my hand and kissed it. “I’m sorry,” he whispered, shaking his head. “I’m sorry. The drink got the better of me. I spoke what was better left unspoken. I’m sorry, Carti. Please, forgive me.”

“Eddin—”

He rose. “I should leave, and you should rest. Your trial is tomorrow, and… I will go now.”

“Please don’t be angry.”

“I’m not Venutiux,” he told me. “I am not angry. I’m just… I’m so sorry. I love no one in this world more than you, Cartimandua. I know what burdens are upon you. I should not have added to them. Forgive me,” he said, then turned and hurried from the room.

I stood there for a long moment, listening to the quick beating of my heart. My breath came short as I tried to calm myself. I closed my eyes, feeling waves of pain washing through my head. Sharp stabs pricked at my temples. For a moment, I felt dizzy. I forced myself to breathe slowly and steadily. I opened my eyes again and looked at my father’s chair.

I could envision him there. The image felt so real, so solid.

But he was gone.

My mother was gone.

Venutiux was to wed another.

I had promised my hand to the Votadini.

And my dearest friend…

No matter what stirrings I felt for Eddin, it was too late.

My answer to his question didn’t matter. I had given my word. There was a mountain between us and no way to ever pass it.

Even if my answer had been yes.


CHAPTER 3
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Ihad no recollection of how I got there, but I woke sometime the next afternoon to the familiar sound of Ystradwel moving around in my bedchamber, readying my things for the day. I opened my eyes just a crack, only to wince in the bright sunlight. And then, I was struck with the strong urge to vomit.

Jumping from my bed, I rushed to a bucket, emptying my stomach’s contents. Behind me, I heard Ystradwel pause momentarily, then I heard the sound of water pouring into a goblet. After heaving an embarrassing amount, I finally sank onto the floor and tried to gather my wits and control my body.

Ystradwel approached. “Feel better?” she asked as she handed me the water.

I nodded slowly.

“Ulixes said you and Lord Eddin drank all night. I see he wasn’t lying.”

“Everything hurts,” I said, setting my fingertips to my temples.

Ystradwel laughed lightly. “I’ll ready a bath for you. You must attend to some things before your rites tonight, and Ulixes said there are messengers waiting.”

I nodded.

When Ystradwel went to retrieve the vomit-filled bucket, I stopped her hand. “Send Hilda. Things are different between us now. I promised you.”

She gave me a soft smile. “They are different between us now. I am here to see to you as your friend, not your maid. And as your friend, I must inform you that you look awful and smell like an alehouse. I will not have my queen, nor my friend, seen like this,” she said, then disappeared with the bucket.

I stayed where I was for a moment, my mind trying to put together the sparse images of what had happened the night before.

And then I remembered… Eddin’s proclamation, the unburied feelings in my heart, and the words we had spoken.

Aye, Brigantia, what madness is this?

My hands trembling—was it from illness or emotion—I rose and went to the open window casement.

The sunlight made my eyes hurt.

For so long, I had kept my heart for Venutiux. I had never considered another love. In my mind, Venutiux and I would be wed. There was never a question. And now…

My heart felt broken.

Venutiux had let me go, with or without a fight, I didn’t know, but he was gone. Determined not to fall victim to my mother’s rash and emotion-driven actions, I offered my hand to Cormag to keep my tribe safe, to ensure peace, and to give me a powerful alliance. And, truth be told, everything about the enigmatic Cormag intrigued me.

But still…

Did I even really know my own heart? Eddin had been a cherished friend. I had never considered there might be more. Now, I felt like someone had punched me in the stomach.

Eddin loved me.

And I… I had promised my hand to Cormag.

I shook my head. Perhaps I was more my mother’s daughter than I thought. I did not want to be ruled by my heart. The heart cannot be trusted. It can lead the head to make rash decisions. I would not fall prey to that weakness. I was desperate not to fall prey to the thing that had destroyed my mother. If I could not wed Venutiux, marriage to Cormag was the best, most logical choice for me and my tribe.

But Eddin.

Ystradwel returned a few moments later and went about setting up my bath. I could hear buckets of warm water pouring and smell the sweet scents of lavender oil and soap. “Cartimandua, your bath is ready. Do you want me to assist you?”

“No. Thank you,” I said, then turned to her. “Ystradwel, there has hardly been a moment to discuss the future. I am sorry I could not tell you before. With everything that has happened… You have been faithful and dutiful in your attendance all these years, but it is time for that to end. I will do what my father would not. With love and the blessings of the Cailleach and Brigantia upon you, I release you from your bonds to me. Go home. Be with your father. You have endured too much at my family’s hands. You should be with your kin, your tribe. Cam is not well. Go and be with him. And when the time comes, know I am behind you when it is your turn to take your place as chieftain of your people.”

“Cartimandua,” she said, her eyes wide.

“I cannot change the past, but I can improve the future. Neither of us is guilty of the faults of previous generations. We are the future. We will make it a better one.”

“You would support me to lead my people as chieftain?” she said, her eyes growing round with disbelief. “But many said the crown would place a favorite over my people and—”

“I am placing a favorite. The rightful heir of your house should lead the Setantii. You will have my support. But be warned. Already, there is rumbling amongst your people. My father once said that you have distant relations and members of your tribe who may try to take power, people I would not support. Your father will know who and will be able to warn you. I do not yet have my crown, but I promise you now that I am with you. Whatever troubles you will face, you will have the strength of the Brigantes at your back.”

Ystradwel’s chin quivered momentarily, but she mastered her feelings and merely curtseyed to me. “Thank you, Cartimandua. I will go to my father, but not yet. I will stay with you until you are safely past your trial and are crowned queen.”

“Thank you, Ystradwel,” I said, unable to hold back the sound of relief in my voice. “Are you… Are you otherwise well?” I asked, remembering the harm Catell had done to her and the words she’d hurled at the mountebank.

Her gaze shifted to the floor. “I have met with Onnen. I am well enough.”

“Do not overtax yourself.”

Ystradwel nodded, inhaled sharply, then gave a smile. “I’ve set out what you will need for the day,” she said, gesturing to the bed where my clothes had been laid. “I will leave you now. Messengers from Mydils Fort are waiting for you in the formal meeting room. Please don’t hesitate to call if you need anything further.” With that, she gave me a curtsey and then moved to depart. When she got to the door, however, she paused. “Cartimandua, I… I am more grateful than I can ever say.”

“It is a new day for us all.”

She nodded, then turned and left the chamber.

With a heavy sigh, I crossed the room, slipped out of my dress, and stepped into the bathing tub. I slid under the water, letting the hot liquid envelope me. I had sent a call across the tribal lands about the Parisii attack on Mydils…and about my mother’s death. The chieftains would gather, and I would lead my warriors south to defend my lands. And soon, I would wed Prince Cormag of the Votadini, forever uniting our tribes. All those things would come to pass if I passed my trial. I did not know what awaited me. The priestesses did not speak of it. I could only hope I would be deemed worthy to lead my tribe.

But if not…

I would not think about what would happen if not. I could not fail. My whole world depended on me to be strong. My promise to Ystradwel, my protection of Eddin, the future of the tribe… I would not fail.

I pushed myself back up out of the water. Working quickly, I washed myself and rose, redressing for the day. Ystradwel had set out a black gown with a moon-and-star design embroidered on the neckline. I combed out my long, black hair and slipped on my dress. When I pulled on my boots, I slipped the dagger Conall had given me into the boot and left my chamber. My guard waited on the other side of the door.

With my escort, I made my way to the formal meeting chamber.

I found Ulixes waiting just outside.

“My queen,” he began.

I raised my hand to correct him, but he shook his head.

“I have no doubt the goddesses will see what we all know clearly. You are our queen, Cartimandua,” he told me, then continued, “Andoc’s warbands have arrived, and others have been spotted on the road. I have them readying in the western fields. Chieftain Aedan is within with a report from Mydils,” he said, gesturing to the meeting room.

“Thank you, Ulixes. And the warriors of Rigodonum?”

“Readying. Conall is seeing to it.”

“Thank you,” I said, then paused. “Any word from the Votadini?” I asked, even though I knew it was too soon. Cormag would not have had time to parley with his mother and then return with her answer. But…

“No, my queen.”

“Very well. Has Prince Eddin risen?”

“No, my queen.”

“Will you ask the priestesses for a draft of Bachelor’s Tears for him? And see someone takes him a hearty breakfast.”

At that, Ulixes laughed. “I will see to it. Even from his door, he smells as if he swam in a barrel of ale,” he told me with a wink, then headed off.

I made my way into the meeting room. Therein, I found Chieftain Aedan and Young Bren, eldest son of Chieftain Brennan of Mydils Fort.

Both bowed to me when I entered.

“What news?” I asked.

“Princess. I am glad to report the Parisii have not taken the fort,” Aedan told me. “They cannot breach the walls, but we must make ready to move in on them as soon as possible. They have taken the wharf, stolen or burned the ships in the harbor, and have captured the bridge across the river.”

I felt the flicker of rage rise from up my neck, the blush of fury reddening my skin.

“I know the rallying cry has been sent out,” Aeden told me. “We must act soon.”

“I understand. We will ride tomorrow with whatever men we have. In the meantime, I will try to buy us some time. I will send a messenger to King Ruith demanding a cessation of hostilities. Perhaps the Parisii king does not know about the change in scenery in the Brigantes royal seat. Hopefully, it gives him pause. Have the Carvetti been seen in Parisii lands?”

“Carvetti?” Aedan asked.

“King Cuneda has promised his younger son to Princess Alys.”

“That complicates matters,” Aedan said with a frown. “No. I have had no word of Carvetti involvement in Mydils.”

“For now. In case the tide turns, however, we must summon the full force of the Brigantes.”

Aedan nodded. “I understand, Princess,” he said, then paused. “I… I have not had the chance to give you my condolences on your mother’s passing,” he said then, not quite meeting my eye.

“Thank you, Aeden.”

“You said we will march in the morning. Am I correct in understanding you will be with the twin goddesses this night?”

“And by their grace, with you to ride out in the morning. And if I do not, then you must ride anyway. One of you chieftains will be king if I do not survive the night. With me or without me, I suspect you will want to keep the tribe intact.”

“With you, Princess. We will be with you. I have no doubt of that.”

“May Brigantia grant it,” I said then turned to Bren. “We will have your fort liberated soon, my friend.”

“Princess,” he said, bowing to me.

“With your leave, I will see to the men now,” Aeden told me.

I nodded.

With a bow, both men departed.

After they had gone, I retired to the workroom. Ulixes found me there a moment later.

“Ulixes, summon riders. I must send messengers to King Ruith and King Cuneda.”

“Cuneda?”

I nodded. “The Carvetti have placed a ring on the Parisii princess’s finger. Let’s hope that doesn’t mean Ruith has placed a leash around Cuneda’s neck.”

“May the goddesses prevent it. I’ll see to it.”

I nodded, then sat down at my desk to ready my missives. But as I did, my mind wandered to Venutiux once more.

He would wed Alys.

For years, we had been close. Love had grown between us. Now, he would be in another woman’s bed. He would be her lover, her husband, and the father of her children. In an instant, every dream I had ever imagined had been taken from me. When I thought about it too long, I felt like I couldn’t breathe.

Pressing the feelings down, I wrote, instead, to his father. I reminded the king that the Carvetti had long been allies of the Brigantes. I reminded him that he’d sworn an oath to remain so. I reminded him that Carvetti lands were surrounded by the Brigantes and that it would be very unfortunate for his people if he decided to align with the Parisii in this conflict. And to ensure he knew my stance, I informed him that Prince Eddin—naming him as such—was now my prisoner. I would hold the Dardani heir until Cuneda and I had a chance to discuss these matters further. In other words, if Cuneda moved an inch out of line, I would crush his people and return Eddin to the throne.

My heart was thumping in my chest. With each word I wrote, rage boiled within me.

Anger at Cuneda.

Anger at Venutiux.

Anger at the whole situation.

What if I simply did as my heart bid me? What if I restored Eddin? I would never return him to the Carvetti under the same conditions in which he’d been living. No matter what, that would not happen. If I made war on the Carvetti, I could undo the past.

But if the Cailleach’s words were true, I needed to solidify my hold of the north. I needed to create a firewall on my southern border. Right now, I needed to swiftly silence the incursion to my south. To survive the eagle’s return, I needed such a firm hold on the north that no one dared tempt my wrath.

To purposefully make war with the Carvetti would weaken the Brigantes.

Right now, I needed to make us as strong as possible.

It was better to retain the alliance no matter how odious I found Cuneda.

But if he lent his warband to the Parisii, that was another matter.

I sighed.

Setting my message to Cuneda aside, I turned my hand to write to King Ruith.

For Cuneda, I had insinuated threats. For Ruith, there would be no insinuation. Withdraw or expect to feel the full force of my wrath. If Ruith wanted to play with fire, I would ensure he got burned. I would take his lands, his towns, his forts. I would make him pay for his ambitions with blood.

Once the two missives were ready, I went to the door. Opening it, I found Môd on the other side.

“Priestess,” I said, taken by surprise.

“Princess,” she said, glancing from the notes in my hand to Ulixes, who was coming down the hall. “Ulixes, see to these for our princess. Cartimandua, you will come with me.”

“Now?” I asked, surprised.

Môd smiled lightly. “The sun is fading, Cartimandua. Now is the time.”

I handed the notes to Ulixes and then turned back to Môd.

“And where are we going?”

Môd merely smiled and then said, “Into darkness.”


CHAPTER 4
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When Môd led me from the fort, I found a party of priestesses waiting for me. But these were not the usual black-robed ladies of the Cailleach I had come to know. These women wore black leather trousers and vests, black tunics, and hooded red robes. Swords hung from their belts. Their faces had been painted with kohl, making dark shadows around their eyes.

I paused when I saw them.

Môd saw my hesitation. “The Cailleach is one and three, a triple goddess in her dark aspect. Brigantia is the same, a triple mother in her light aspects, though her mysteries are better shared by Onnen. You have whispered that you will be a queen at war. The Dark Mother has sent her warriors to claim you.”

“But I have no gift with a blade.”

“One does not need to wield a blade to be dangerous.”

At the front of the priestesses, one of the women held a totem aloft. On it was a stag’s skull decorated with raven feathers, bones, bells, and other items. Another held an instrument much like a carnyx but shorter, an arm’s length in size. Nine red-cloaked women were waiting to take me to my trial.

Those gathered in the courtyard stared at the mysterious ladies.

As I looked them over, uncertainty washed over me. What if the twin goddesses rejected me? For a flicker of a moment, I let the dread inside. The future was uncertain. My parents were gone. The weight of responsibility hung on me like a shroud of iron. Everything I did now would impact my people. From what I said, who I smiled at, what man I took to my bed… everything I did could help or harm the Brigantes. While so much remained unknown, there was one thing I knew for sure. The Brigantes were my chief responsibility. Before everything else, there was them. That was why I had to pass my trial. While I trusted my loyal chieftains, as heir to my house, I was the one who put them all before myself. No other could do that.

I could not fail.

Ulixes joined us, as did Conall, who had been talking to his men. Both wore pensive expressions on their faces.

“Princess,” Conall said, bowing to me. He then turned to Môd. “High Priestess.” His gaze shifted to the women. “I have not seen this sect of priestesses for many years,” he said, an uncertain tone in his voice. “Not since I was a boy, and they rode at Bellnorix’s side.”

“War crows of the Cailleach,” Ulixes said, eyeing the priestesses.

“We are a tribe at war,” Môd replied simply.

Conall frowned, then turned back. “I would ask that a contingent of my men join you.”

Môd merely smiled at him. “We are quite safe, but your loyalty becomes you, Conall. The Cailleach will see to the princess now.”

“But—” Conall began.

“It is the way of it,” Môd told him. “Brigantia and the Cailleach will watch over our future queen now, as they did when Morfudd tested.”

“Yes, but Morfudd merely—”

Môd lifted her hand to silence him. “Come, Cartimandua,” she said, turning to me.

“Priestess, can I at least know where you are going?” Conall asked, looking nervous.

“To our shrine…and then beyond.”

Conall frowned.

“Conall, while I am gone, ready the warriors,” I told him, trying to distract him with his duties. “When I return, we will ride for Mydils. If there is urgent news, take it to the chieftains. They have my blessing to hold a forum and decide in my absence what must be done to protect the Brigantes. And if I do not return—”

“Princess,” Conall said aghast. “Don’t say that.”

“If I do not return, the chieftains must agree about the line of succession. You must help them.”

“Big-mouthed, over-opinionated bunch,” Conall said, frowning toward the chieftains. “Do us all a favor and return, Princess.”

“I will endeavor to do my best,” I replied.

Ulixes took my hand. How soft his skin felt, how thin, his bones so frail underneath. “I will see you soon,” he said, then leaned forward. “Do not let them frighten you. Give them that icy glare of yours if you must.”

“What icy glare?” I asked with mock innocence.

Ulixes laughed. “Sharp as a blackthorn. We will see you soon, my queen.”

Behind us, Eddin, Ystradwel, and several other household staff members appeared.

Ystradwel eyed the red-robed priestesses nervously, but reined in her emotions and gave me a supportive smile.

I returned the gaze.

Eddin joined me. “Cartimandua…” he said, glancing nervously back at the priestesses for a moment. Swallowing his worry, he turned to me and smiled reassuringly. “I will see you when you return. May the Cailleach and Brigantia be with you.”

“Thank you,” I said, taking his hand and squeezing it. The moment I did, however, a whirlwind of emotions swirled up in me.

I held his gaze.

“Eddin…” I whispered.

“We’ll talk when you return,” he whispered.

I nodded.

Leaving Eddin, I joined the priestesses, mounting Branagán.

The priestess with the small carnyx reined her horse ahead of mine. She set the instrument to her lips and then blew.

The sound echoed across the fort.

A wind blew across the surrounding plain, making the black-and-white banners of the Brigantes flutter in the breeze.

She blew again, the sound evoking a ringing silence from all gathered.

It felt as if the world had drawn a breath and had not yet exhaled.

Nestled within that feeling, I felt another set of eyes upon me.

Looking up, I spotted Verbia standing in an open window casement, Nettle in her arms.

I smiled and inclined my head.

She lifted a hand.

“Ride out,” Môd called.

Turning back, I gathered my reins and then rode from the fort.

The warriors gathered to the side of the road to watch the procession, the fading sunlight shimmering on their armor and weapons.

Amongst them, I spotted Caradoc, Aeden, and Andoc. The three chieftains bowed deeply as we passed.

We passed through the gates of the old fort and made our way into the new section of the city. When we did so, the priestess sounded the carnyx once more.

The sound drew the people from their homes and shops.

Soon, the road leading from the fort to the city’s exit was lined with Brigantes.

They knelt as we passed in reverence to the Cailleach, the priestesses, and me.

I was puzzled.

When my mother had gone for her rite, Onnen had come to claim her in the middle of the night. I was young, but I remembered it well. The commotion had woken me from my sleep. Ystradwel and I had opened my chamber door in time to see Morfudd, dressed in white, disappear down the hall. We did not see her again until the following night.

This… This was something different.

It was not Brigantia, the lady of summer and light, the maiden of flowers and newborn lambs, who had come to claim me.

Instead, the warrior Cailleach, the lady of winter, queen of the hollow hills, and wielder of swords, had summoned me.

And I, heir to the throne of the Brigantes, had no choice but to answer her call.


CHAPTER 5
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Leaving Rigodonum, we made our way west. The practices of our priestesses were foreign to me aside from what I saw at the rites they performed for our people. We celebrated the ancient holy days and always honored our goddesses, giving them prayers and offerings, but I did not know more than that.

When I was a girl, I had asked my father to send me to be a priestess of Brigantia.

My father merely laughed in a good-natured manner, but it was Bellnorix who had answered.

“You will be queen, Cartimandua,” the old man had said. “You have been chosen by the goddesses to serve the Brigantes people. You and you alone. Not some damned scheming druid whispering in your ear. Let the priestesses honor the sisters and their mysteries. You will serve our people. You will be their mother, their protector. You are sword, shield, and basket of bread to our people. Do not forget.”

“That is a lot of things for one girl to be,” I had replied, aware that my grandfather showed me far more patience than any other human alive.

Bellnorix looked up from the dispatch he had been reading. “Yes. It is,” he told me simply, then went back to his work.

Bellnorix would be dead not long after he had given me that lesson.

I never forgot it.

While I would never become a priestess, I knew there were many holy places in my lands. Like the Three Sisters Henge, many of our sacred spots were known to all. The people gathered there on high holy days to honor our twin goddesses. But I also knew there were secret places known only to those called by the goddesses to serve. To which of these places I was being taken, I didn’t know. But given I was riding with the red-cloaked warrior priestesses of the Cailleach, whom I had never seen nor heard of, something told me that I was about to discover somewhere new.

We rode in silence down one of the main thoroughfares that crossed Brigantes territory for a time but turned off when we entered a thick glade of ancient oaks. Following a narrow path, we rode single file into the forest. The forest grew thicker as we descended into the woods. Soon, the trunks of the oaks were as big around as three men. We passed a carved image made of stone. It was the Cailleach, a hammer in one hand, a staff in the other. The priestesses bowed as they passed.

I eyed the chiseled goddess. Her features were rudely carved, indicating their antiquity. But her eyes… Someone had painted them with black paint. For a moment, she seemed to awaken and look at me.

My breath caught in my throat.

We passed the ancient woman and then moved deeper into the forest. The daylight faded. The green leaves of the trees shimmered golden in the dying sunlight. Beams of sunshine shone through the canopy overhead, making dappled spots on the forest floor. The air was cool, and the land around me somehow felt…different. Everything seemed to shimmer oddly, the leaves and trees all having a slight incandescent glow. As we rode deeper into the forest, it grew darker.

Finally, I saw a flicker of flame through the leaves of the dense forest.

The path led in that direction.

The air grew cool, and my skin rose in gooseflesh. Soon, I caught the faint sound of chimes. We approached what I realized was the base of a mountain. And there, at its foot, was a sight I had never seen before. Carved into the very mountain was a temple of the Cailleach. A large wooden door barred entry into the place. On either side of the door, totems had been carved into the face of the mountain, odd creatures with women’s bodies and animal heads: one with the head of a wolf, the other with the head of a deer. Above the door, skulls were embedded into the wall. The empty eye sockets looked out at me. Torches illuminated the doorway, the orange flames flickering in the eyeless sockets of the heads.

Môd gestured for me to dismount.

One of the priestesses came to take my horse.

“Princess,” she said, inclining her head to me.

I paused a moment, taking in her appearance. She was exceptionally beautiful, with long, red hair sticking out from under her red cape. One side of her face, however, was horribly scarred by fire.

“Priestess,” I said, inclining my head to her.

She gave me a light smile and then paused. “I wish you well on your journey, Princess Cartimandua,” she said, then flicked her gaze to Môd for a moment.

The high priestess was busy with the others.

“Remember, Princess,” she told me, her voice low. “No matter how dark things may seem, these are ancient lands. You are never alone in the darkness. If you ever need help, simply ask.”

With that, she led Branagán away.

Môd joined me. “Come.”

When we approached the temple, two priestesses stepped forward and pushed the doors open.

On the other side was a passage that led into darkness.

Môd gestured for me to follow her inside.

We headed within. It took my eyes a long moment to adjust to the light. We wound through a narrow corridor deeper in the mountain, finally emerging into a large, natural chamber.

Môd often spoke of a grove where the priestesses of the Cailleach gathered.

This was not that place.

Whatever this was, it was far, far older.

The red-robed priestesses moved about the room, relighting torches and braziers.

Flecks of quartz in the stones flickered in the dim torchlight. As well, veins of metals made a web across the dark stone walls, shimmering silver. Stairs had been carved into the cave walls, leading on two sides to upper levels where tunnels disappeared into the darkness. On the ceiling of the cave were carvings: circles and lines spanned the ceiling. It was a map of the stars. Glimmering white stones indicated the stars. As I eyed the display, my eyes picked out the Three Sisters Henge.

I turned from the ceiling to Môd. “What is this place?”

“This is the heart of your realm. This is the shrine of Cailleach of the Hollow Hills. The ancient ones say that from here, the Cailleach emerged from the Otherworld to create the world of the Brigantes.”

“But the Grove of the Cailleach—”

“That is but one of many shrines of her priestesses. The grove is the forest home for one sect of sisters. We are nine, Cartimandua. Nine shrines of the Cailleach. Nine shrines of Brigantia. Nine sisters at each shrine, no more, no less. One high priestess for each goddess. This face of the Cailleach has called you this night, and these are the sisters who tend this shrine. You shall face your trial here, the most ancient place in all your land.”

Behind us, the door opened once more, and the rest of the priestesses appeared.

Môd gestured to them. “Begin the preparations.”

“High Priestess,” one of them said, the women bowing and moving off toward one of the tunnels leading from the main hall.

“Corva,” Môd called, stopping the red-haired woman I spoke to earlier. “You will attend myself and the princess. Go below and ready the space.”

“Yes, High Priestess,” she said, bowing to Môd. She looked at me one last time, then departed down a flight of stairs that led below. “Come, Cartimandua. Sit,” Môd said, gesturing me to the benches—more boulders than benches—that sat at the center of the room. A fire burned in a pit carved into the floor.

Môd took a seat across from me. When she did so, she reached inside her long robes and pulled out a small packet. Turning it upside down, she emptied the contents into the fire. The flames crackled, turning blue, and a heady smoke filled the small place.

I looked above once more.

“What do you see?” Môd asked, gesturing to the ceiling.

“The stars… The Three Sisters Henge…”

“These are all the holy places on this island, from the far north in the lands of Caledonia to the tip of our shores in the southwest.”

“Not the stars?”

“Our holy places align with the stars. They were founded by the ancient people who ruled this island so long ago no one remembers their names. Many sacred places are forgotten, fallen into disrepair, or have been retaken by the elements, but this map still shows them. Other places have grown in importance,” she said, gesturing.

I followed her glance, seeing a single glowing stone to the west. “Mona?” I asked.

She nodded. “The home of the druids. But they are not the only ones who walk the ancient paths. Nor are we. In the far north, the land whispers, and old things move amongst us. That, however, is a story for a different time. These lines,” she said, gesturing right above us, “are a map of your world. Your responsibility. If given the crown, you will protect not just the people but the ancient places and those who tend them. You will be the keeper of the tribes’ mysteries and their protector—against whatever forces come.”

Looking away from the ceiling, I turned back to Môd. “What has the Cailleach shown you? Is it true, Môd? Rome?”

“What have you learned?”

“At the Three Sisters Henge, the Cailleach appeared to me. She warned of Rome’s return. I sent men to Gaul to discover the truth.”

“You have heard the lady’s word. What more proof do you need?”

“You are right, Wise Mother, but I would know the shape of the danger.”

“You asked me what the Dark Lady has shown me. Only that the path forward will not be easy. We will all need to make hard choices if we are to survive. But if we act with the best interest of the Brigantes in our hearts, then any path we take will not be wrong.”

The priestesses Môd had sent on errands returned. One woman carried a tray on which sat a steaming mug.

Môd gestured for the girl to hand the drink to me.

“What is this?” I asked, taking the mug from her. A strange, earthy scent wafted from the brew.

“Every future ruler must take a journey,” Môd told me. “This will help. Drink, Princess.”

I sipped the hot liquid. The taste was an odd blend of berries and herbs with the earthy tang of mushrooms. The flavor was unpleasant but not as putrid as I’d feared. “Not exactly cider,” I told Môd with a wink.

“No. Indeed,” she said with a laugh.

Lifting the cup once more, I drained it.

The priestess who had given me the drink gasped, and her eyebrows shot up. “She drank it all, High Priestess,” the girl said, alarmed.

“So she did,” Môd said, rising. “Let’s hope Corva is ready. Come, Cartimandua. Walk with us while you still can.”

“Still can?” I asked, then rose.

When I did, the room around me began to spin.

“I…” I began, then looked upward at the map of the stars, the holy places, overhead. For a moment, I could have sworn they had started to move, to rotate as they did across the night’s sky. “Môd,” I whispered, “the stars are moving.”

“Yes. All that is sacred is reflected in this night’s sky. Few know how to read that map. Whenever you are lost, the stars will guide you. It is an unchanging map charted by the ancients. There was a world before this one, Cartimandua. All that remains of it now are stars, stones, and a few other secret places. Now, come.”

Môd led me down the steps, deeper and deeper underground.

As I walked, my head spun. I began to hear whispers in the darkness. Voices sounded far away, as if echoing from a deep chamber. I could not make out clearly what was being said. My head felt very strange, my body light.

When we reached the bottom of the stairs, we crossed a narrow space to an arched doorway. The wall around it had been chiseled to look like a great tree. The empty doorway was the trunk of the tree. But the workmanship… The carving was so smooth, so perfect. Chiseled into the black stone—why was the stone so black?—was a near-perfect replica of the tree, leaves, bark, blossoms, and all.

“Who… How…” I whispered, reaching out.

When I did so, the tree limbs seemed to move, the leaves shaking, flower petals floating across the stone fresco.

“How is it…”

“This place was made by the ones who came before. We do not remember their names anymore. Some say they were the Seelie. Some say they were the little people of the Hollow Hills, who were once like us, great craftsmen, beautiful to behold, but our presence in this world changed them, twisting them into something dark. Others whisper of a people who lived before mankind. In the days before the earth shook and the waters rose, another race of man lived, leaving behind their henges, circles of stones, and sacred places. We do not know the truth nor remember their names, but this was one of their sacred spaces,” Môd told me, gesturing for me to follow her within the chamber.

Corva, the red-haired priestess, waited just inside. There was a strange expression on her face. Was she nervous? Why?

When we entered, I looked about in awe. The room was long and cylindrical, the ceiling domed. But everywhere around me, the walls, floors, and ceiling were so smooth. I walked to the end of the long room, studying the walls. There was not a line, a crack, or anything else. I touched the surface. When I did, the whispering I heard grew louder.

“So smooth. Like the surface of a calm lake,” I whispered. “How was such a thing even made? There is no seam. No chisel marks. It gleams like Roman glass.”

“It is not of our world, Princess,” Corva told me.

“Cartimandua, Princess of the Brigantes,” Môd said in a stern voice, “I leave you in the care of the Cailleach. Here, you will face the dark mother, and she will render her verdict upon you. You will find your way from this space and become queen, or you will perish.”

“Môd?” I asked, confused.

The High Priestess and Corva stepped from the chamber.

“I wish you well, Princess,” Môd said, then gestured to Corva.

“Môd?” I asked, confused.

A moment later, there was a scraping sound, and an unseen door emerged from within the cave wall and began to close.

“Môd?” I called again. This time, I heard the panic in my voice.

I met Corva’s gaze. Remember, she mouthed.

With a final scrape, the door closed, the seal around it disappearing and leaving me in darkness.

“Môd?” I called. “Môd?”

All I heard in reply was the echo of my voice bouncing from the walls of the chamber, the fear and panic in my tone amplified by the small space.

My head felt dizzy, my body feeling like it was floating.

I closed my eyes.

Why had they brought me here?

Why this space?

I went to the wall, trying to feel for any hidden door latch. Working my way around the room, my fingers drifted across the wall, but there was nothing. Not only was there no door handle, but I didn’t even feel any imperfection. It was so smooth. I searched and searched to no avail. Nothing. There was no way out. I hunted for what felt like an eternity.

Finally, my back aching, my head swimming, my knees feeling weak, I sat.

Panic started to grip me.

What if I could not find my way out?

What if I failed?

“Cailleach,” I whispered, my words echoing. “Cailleach.”

My head ached terribly.

The strange sensation of it caused an alarm to shoot through my body, my chest tightening.

By the goddesses, what if I did not survive?

Feeling strange, I lay back and stared into the darkness overhead.

No matter how my eyes tried to adjust to the light, there was only blackness, complete and utter darkness.

My head spun.

I closed my eyes.

I felt like I was falling. I tried to escape the sensation. I pulled away, resisting the feeling. It was like something was tugging me downward.

The world around me felt so strange.

I seized my muscles tight, trying to keep myself from falling.

“Ancient ones of the hollow hills, help me. Help me,” I whispered, barely able to get the words out. “Help me.”

The room spun dangerously. I did everything I could to hold on, to resist.

Then, a cold wind blew. I could have sworn I felt snow on the breeze. Along with it, I heard the soft cawing of crows.

“Queen of the Hollow Hills… Let go. Let go,” a scratchy voice whispered in the darkness.

For a moment, I resisted. Fear welled up in me. If I let go, what would happen? What would become of me?

“Let go,” the voice whispered once more.

I stopped resisting.

And began to fall…


CHAPTER 6
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When I opened my eyes again, I was staring into a black sky. Snow was falling. Fat flakes landed on my face, clinging to my eyelashes and melting on my cheeks. I lay there for a long time trying to orient myself. My mind felt like a muddy mess. My temples throbbed. The weather seemed…wrong. The air smelled wrong. The wind sounded wrong. Nothing was right, but I could not quite remember why or how.

I sat up slowly, finding myself covered in a thin dusting of snow.

I was on a high mountaintop.

Shivering, I rose. I walked to the edge of the peak and looked around.

Below me was nothing but black forest.

An icy wind blew. The dark trees bent in the breeze. There was nothing below me. On the next ridge over, however, I spotted the silhouette of a building and the faint glow of orange light.

Shaking the snow off my skirt, I scanned around for a path, surprised to find footsteps in the snow.

The wind whipped around me, whistling as a dusting of snowflakes swirled about my body.

Shuddering, I followed the path.

The snow was deep.

Stepping as carefully as possible, I made my way across the ridge of the ravine toward what looked like a tower.

My head ached, a dull pain throbbing in my temples. How had I gotten there? I couldn’t remember. I’d gone with Môd to the shrine of the Cailleach. I remembered the eyeless sockets of the skulls above the door to the temple, then the rest became foggy.

I hurried on my path. Down one edge of a cliff then up another, I trudged hard against the deep snow and wind. The effort was difficult. In my thin gown, I felt every blast of cold. Snow and ice clung to the length of my hair, and it was all I could do to keep my teeth from chattering.

Overhead, a murder of crows passed, the moonlight above reflecting on their wings.

“Come. Come. Come,” they called. “Come, Cartimandua, come.” They flew in the direction of the fort.

Struggling, I made my way back up the other side of the cliff, wrestling with the length of my dress in the deep snow. I tried not to focus on the difficulty. I tried not to think of the snow. I tried not to think about how I couldn’t feel my fingers or toes. I tried to remember the warmth of my fort. I remembered golden light, heat, music, and laughter… Eddin’s voice as he laughed drunkenly. Focusing on that, not on the painful piercing wind, I pushed myself up the ravine to the top. Exhaling deeply when I reached the pinnacle, I found myself standing face to face with, not a fort, but a rocky crag.

A trick of the light had made it appear like a tower, but it was, in fact, an outcropping of rocks. Still, light beamed from a crack within the stones.

Confused, I followed the footsteps, now faded in the drifting snow, to the stone wall. Working carefully, I followed a trail that wound through boulders until a narrow path that led into the mountain appeared.

Working carefully, I made my way into the mountain. I stilled a moment, letting my eyes adjust to the darkness. I heard muttering and caught a glint of light coming from deeper within. Spying a worn path, I followed it. It went upward. The path climbed the interior of the hill. I made my way up, following until I reached the last bend.

Beyond me, I heard the sound of muttering and the cawing of crows. Moving carefully, I turned the corner to find a small, stark chamber, and within it…

“Cailleach Bheurra,” I whispered, discovering her in her form as the ancient lady of winter.

She sat on a stool before a fire. She wore bulky grey robes, her head hooded, white hair poking from the edges of her hood, strands pulled loose by the wind. A fire burned in a small fire ring before her.

On her shoulders and perched all around the room were the crows.

She sat working, her hands busy with a small hammer and chisel as she worked on a stone set on a table beside her.

I stood trembling.

I dared not speak again.

The heaviness of merely being in her presence was palpable.

She worked, and worked, and worked, and then set her tools aside and looked up at me. Her eyes glimmered silver. “How now?” she asked.

“Great Dark Lady,” I said, bowing deeply.

“Will you become queen of my ancient lands, my ancient mountains, Cartimandua?”

“That is for you to decide, Great Lady.”

“Is it?” she asked with a hard laugh. She rose. “Darkness descends upon this land. It will rip up trees, it will fell the stones, it will bring ash and iron. How will you, a simple child, stand up against this mighty force?”

I swallowed hard then said, “I am your daughter, mother of my mothers. I will stand before my people as immovable as the mountains you made.”

At that, the Cailleach smiled, revealing a row of broken teeth. “Winding like an adder. Sharp as blackthorns. A spine made of stone. Daughter of my daughters,” she said then nodded slowly. “The future grows unclear even to those who can see. But you, Cartimandua, you… You must have a heart of stone,” she said then opened her hand, revealing the carving within. Made of black rock, she held a stone heart in her hand. “You will wear a crown of thorns and talons. Your teeth must be blackthorns. Your words must be venom. But your heart…” she said then paused. “Bright Brigantia’s passions are the downfall of us all,” she muttered with irritation. “Do you agree to serve me?”

“Yes, Dark Mother.”

“While my son may claim you as his crow queen, do you agree to wed yourself first and foremost to the Brigantes, to put this land before all other desires?”

“I do.”

“It will not be easy, Cartimandua.”

“Whoever said life is meant to be easy?”

At that, the dark lady smiled. “Then, I bind you to the land, to the mountains, the rivers, and the hollow hills. I charge you to protect them all and to place their needs and their will before yours. You are bound to this land from this life to the next.” Moving quickly, she plunged her hand into my chest. My body shook from the jarring pain. It jerked as the Cailleach tugged, plucking my mortal heart from me. I tried to scream, but no sound escaped me. My body jerked and twisted as she worked. With a yank, the Cailleach pulled my still-beating heart from my chest, blood dripping down her arm. The lady of winter then pressed her stone heart into me, replacing my beating heart with her carving.

“May the mountains be your lover. May the hills be your forever king. May the people be your master. To them you will answer, no matter what they ask of you, for all is as it was destined to be,” she told me as she worked. “To the Brigantes you are bound. Betray them, and you will betray yourself. Fail them, and your heart will break. The land claims you as its bride. Wake now, Cartimandua. And rule.”

With a hard shudder, I opened my eyes.

A terrible pain wracked my body. Gasping, I sat up, clutching my chest.

“Aye, gods,” I said, grasping at my skin. Wrenching the fabric of my gown aside, I looked at my body. There, just above my heart, was a strange mark. It was not Ogham. It was something different, something older. The symbol thereon looked much like the star map in the shrine. A forgotten language? A path? Lines, circles, and symbols had been seemingly inked onto my chest by magic.

Rubbing my sore body, I looked around, realizing I was lying within a circle of stones in the middle of a forest.

It was deep in the night. The moonlight sparkled on the stones. Shades of black, blue, grey, and the deepest of greens from the moss growing on the stones shimmered in the rays of moonlight.

But the snow was gone.

The Cailleach and her crows were gone.

I was alone.

I rose, my gaze going to the heavens. When I looked up, I saw a bright star shining down on me. And then, I realized.

If the sky was a map, then…

I looked to my north. There was a path leading from the circle of stones.

My head feeling light, my emotions confused, my chest aching, I began to walk north. As I went, I felt like I was in a daze. Where was I? I had been in the temple in the room with no seams. They had left me there to be chosen or to die. But if I was there, how was I also here? And the snowy hilltop… Where was I? I rubbed my aching chest as I walked, trying to see the path in the darkness, my head dizzy, my body shaking.

I went on like that for I did not know how long.

Eventually, the path I followed joined another, more familiar route.

If I was right…

If I was remembering correctly…

Gathering up my skirts, I ran down the path into the deep woods.

The sky had begun to turn greyish purple as the sun rose.

Maybe…

Maybe…

Racing forward, I saw a towering shape in the distance. My chest aching, lungs burning, I raced forward until I found myself outside the great wooden doors of the Cailleach’s ancient temple in the mountainside.

Was I still dreaming?

Wasn’t I in the cave below?

Confused, and trying not to panic, I went to the door and knocked loudly.

A few moments later, the door opened to reveal the red-haired priestess Corva. She stared at me a long moment, and then smiled.

Môd appeared behind her.

The high priestess stepped out into the morning light, the priestess Corva following her. A moment later, the others joined her.

“Môd,” I whispered.

“Hail!” Môd called in a loud, clear voice. “Hail, Queen Cartimandua! May the twin goddesses’ blessings be upon you. Hail, Great Queen. Hail and be honored, Queen of the Brigantes,” she said then stepped forward, gesturing to another of the girls. A priestess with white hair appeared, a satchel in her hands. From within, Môd pulled a silver circlet. The metal shimmered in early-morning light. On the brow of the crown were three stones. Two dark onyxes and a larger moonstone. Taking the circlet into her hands, Môd stepped forward and placed the crown on my head. “Hail, Queen of the Brigantes, and may the twin goddesses bless you. Long may you reign.”

“Long may she reign!” the others called, kneeling along with her.

“Hail, Cartimandua, and may the mountains stand behind—and within—you.”
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The ride back to Rigodonum felt long and exhausting. My whole body ached. I felt as though I had walked a hundred miles. I didn’t understand what had happened to me in that room. I only knew I had somehow traveled through a mountain. My body certainly felt like it.

We rode most of the way in silence. Finally, Môd asked, “From our history, do you know the story of Princess Amara?”

“No,” I said, confused.

“In the history of the Brigantes, the Cailleach has only called one other to face their trial in the temple of the hollow hills: Princess Amara. She was the last princess of her people before your blood conquered hers, taking these lands and establishing themselves as rulers. When your ancient ancestors attacked, her father was killed. Princess Amara rose to take the crown when her people were on the precipice of disaster. The Cailleach, however, still had her way. The trial was held. The princess went to the shrine. She died in that chamber, and your line became kings.”

“Why are you telling me this?”

“Because only in the most dire of times does the Cailleach call one to the mountain. Where Amara failed, you will succeed.”

I rubbed my chest, still feeling the pain there. “I hope so.”

Môd watched the motion I made.

Flicking a gaze at the others, I pulled the fabric of my dress aside to show her the mark there.

Môd’s eyes went wide as she studied the marking.

“What does it mean?” I asked.

“It is the tongue of the gods, the language of the Otherworld. What did you see on your journey?”

“A snowy kingdom. Ancient stones.”

“Did you know the place?”

I shook my head.

Môd nodded slowly. “The Cailleach took you beyond the mists. There are layers to our world. It is not only here and there. There are places in between, ruled by gods…and others. Whatever spellwork she did upon you,” Môd said, gesturing, “she has marked you with the ancient tongue. You are bound to her. You made some promise? Committed to some oath?”

“In a way, yes.”

Môd let out a light hmm. “You will not be alone,” Môd told me. “Onnen and I will guide you. You asked for someone to come assist you, to serve as secretary. The Priestess Corva,” she said, gesturing behind us to the red-haired woman, “will join you in Rigodonum.”

“I would not ask a priestess to lower herself like that.”

“She will not be a servant but a guide.”

I paused. Bellnorix had taught me the importance of the crown staying separate from the holy people. He hated the druids and how they meddled. He would not have druids whispering in his ears. But what about priestesses? Would he have differentiated?

Môd chuckled. “I feel Bellnorix’s influence in your silence. You do not need to fear, Cartimandua. I have gifted you with an educated companion who is quick with a blade. She can guide and protect you in many ways and is not a meddling conspirator.”

I laughed lightly. “She has agreed?” I asked, looking over my shoulder.

The priestess caught my eye. She gave me a slight smile.

“Yes,” Môd assured me.

“Then, I am honored.”

“I believe you will find Corva’s insights valuable in the coming days,” Môd said. “Hers…and your new husband’s.”

“Assuming Mael Muire agrees.”

Môd laughed. “Oh, she will agree. To have her heirs on the Brigantes throne? She will agree. The Votadini have their best interests at heart. But the young man… I observed him at your father’s rites. He is honorable.”

“Yes,” I replied, guilt twisting inside me as Eddin flickered through my thoughts.

Môd observed the expression on my face. “Doubts, Cartimandua?”

“Near constant.”

She huffed a laugh. “About the Votadini Prince?”

“No. It’s just… No. It’s nothing.”

Môd smiled softly. “The Votadini prince was not the only one I observed at the tournament. Cuneda’s pettiness has upended many things. Your plans for the future with his younger son. Our alliance. But the Dardani…” she said, giving me a knowing look. “The Dardani have always been loyal to the Brigantes. It is a pity your father did not stand up for them when he should have. His choice changed many fates.”

I held her gaze.

Môd merely smiled. “The goddesses move us as they must in this life, weaving us in and out of one another’s path. But a soul lives many lives. Those tethers of the past often do not let go. It is no easy thing when old binds still cling to us,” she said sympathetically.

“It doesn’t matter. I have given my word to the Votadini.”

“You have. And because you realize that, you are already a good queen.”

“May the Cailleach and Brigantia help me be so.”
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We arrived in Rigodonum by midday. The town was bustling, warriors moving everywhere. The sounds of ringing hammers, voices, horses’ hooves, and swords clashing filled the air. When we approached the city, the priestess sounded her short carnyx, signaling to all my return.

With the ominous sound, the city quieted, and the people came forth to see.

“It’s the queen,” someone called. “It is the queen!”

“The queen! The queen!”

“Queen Cartimandua! The queen has passed her trial! The queen!”

As we rode into the new part of the fort, the people cheered and clapped in celebration. Somewhere deeper in the city, another horn sounded, and then another, and another. Soon, groups of children were running beside us.

“Queen Cartimandua! Queen! Queen!” one young boy called to me.

I gave him a wave and a smile.

I was greeted with cheers all along the way to the ancient fort.

We rode throughout the town and upward toward the old fort, passing through the walls of the old village. Here, most of the warriors were encamped. The sheer sight of the massive army made pride swell up in me. A mighty force had been summoned.

I didn’t know what King Ruith had expected, but it had not been this.

The Parisii king would soon face a reckoning for his brashness.

Conall and the others hurried to join me when we rode into the fort.

“Queen Cartimandua,” Conall said, a smile on his face. He extended his hand to help me down.

“Conall.”

“We are so glad to have you back. Are you… are you well?”

“Yes. And ready to hear reports.”

Conall grinned. “Now, that is a Brigantes queen. I will have the chieftains gather in the hall.”

“Thank you, my friend.”

“Cartimandua,” Môd said, joining me. “The priestesses and I have matters to attend to. I will do what I can from here, send word to the other priestesses, see what I can learn, and move those I can to action. Corva will remain with you from now on.”

“Thank you,” I told Môd.

She inclined her head to me.

The red-haired priestess joined me. “Queen Cartimandua.”

“Corva,” I said, reaching for her gloved hand, but the priestess pulled it back. I paused a moment, realizing my error, then continued. “I am honored, Priestess, that you have consented to assist me. I don’t know how to thank you, but I will ensure you are comfortable in the fort.”

“I am here to assist you in all matters, my queen. You need only ask.”

“Thank you.”

“Queen Cartimandua,” Ystradwel said, joining us. “We are glad to have you back. Come inside. The chieftains will be eager to speak with you. Let me help you prepare.”

“Thank you, Ystradwel,” I said, then looked about. “I do not see Ulixes.”

“He… he took a tumble, my queen. He is resting in his chamber,” Ystradwel told me.

“Is he hurt?”

“He will need rest. The healer believes he broke a hip in the fall.”

“I will see him,” I said, then turned to Corva. “Ystradwel, this is the Priestess Corva. She will need long-term lodging in the family wing. Perhaps Hilda can see to her.”

Ystradwel nodded. “Please, come with me, Priestess.”

I turned to go into the fort but paused momentarily to ask, “Ystradwel… Prince Eddin?”

“He was with the other men, my queen.”

Leaving the others, I hurried into the fort and down the narrow halls to the first-floor chamber where Ulixes stayed in a room just off the kitchens. So many years ago, he started at the fort as a kitchen boy, scrubbing pots and mopping floors. As he grew older and his role in the fort changed, the others tried to move him to a larger chamber, but he refused, staying in the tiny space near the kitchen.

I rapped lightly on the door. “Ulixes?” I called.

A moment later, the door opened, and I was greeted by a sleek, black cat.

“Nettle?”

Verbia appeared on the other side. She looked me over, her eyes going to the diadem on my head, then smiled and gave a definitive nod. She pushed the door open to reveal Ulixes lying in his bed.

I set my hand on Verbia’s shoulder and then went to the man.

“Ulixes.” I didn’t want to joggle him, so I knelt on the floor at his bedside.

“Princess?” he said groggily, his words slurring. It was apparent then that he had been given something for the pain. Opening his eyes, he studied me. “No. Not princess anymore. Queen now. Queen Cartimandua, do not kneel. I should be the one kneeling to you. Rise, my queen. Rise,” he said, making efforts to get up.

“Please, be still, Ulixes. Be still. You must rest.”

“Oh, my queen. At such a time as this to fall and… I am too old to mend properly now.”

“Hush. You will heal and return to your rascally self in no time.”

“No,” he said, his eyes watery. “No. I am too old.”

“Hush,” Verbia scolded him, surprising both of us.

We both turned to look at her.

“Lady Sunshine,” Ulixes said, a bright expression on his face. “Aye, gods, like a lark, your voice. Even cross with me, your voice still sounds like a melody.”

Verbia frowned at him, then settled into the seat beside his bed again, picking up the sewing frame sitting there.

“You see. None of us will hear a negative thought from you. One of the priestesses of the Cailleach is joining our household, Priestess Corva. I will ask her to see you. She will have you upright in no time.”

Ulixes patted my hand. “Thank you, my queen.”

I rose. “I must go. The chieftains will be gathering.”

Ulixes nodded. “Ride south, my queen. Ride south and show Ruith that the Brigantes are stronger than ever!”

“I will. Rest, my friend, and I will see you again soon.”

Ulixes nodded, then closed his eyes once more.

I turned to Verbia. “Do you need anything?”

She shook her head.

Leaning down, I placed a kiss on her cheek. “Watch over him, Lady Sunshine.”

At that, Verbia huffed and then continued with her work.

I scratched Nettle’s ear, then departed.

Taking the back stairwell up to my chamber, I discovered Hilda, my mother’s maid, working in my chamber.

“My queen,” she said, curtseying deeply.

I surveyed the room. There was water for washing, and she had set out a pair of black trousers, a black tunic and leather vest, and a cloak.

“Thank you, Hilda.”

“I served your mother for many years. It would be an honor to continue to serve your family and you, Queen Cartimandua.”

Was she worried I would send her away? “You are like family, Hilda. You will remain as such.”

She exhaled deeply. “Thank you, Queen Cartimandua. Can I be of any further assistance? Shall I draw a bath?”

I shook my head. “I will redress quickly. I have work I must attend to.”

Hilda nodded. “Then I will leave you, my queen. But do not hesitate to call upon me,” she said and then departed.

Working quickly, I washed up and then began to redress. I pulled off my gown, pausing to look at the symbol on my chest.

The ancient tongue.

That was what Môd had called it.

Whatever had been marked there, only the Cailleach could read it.

I rubbed my chest. The ache remained. The Cailleach had bound me to the land. I had always been of the blood of my people, but now… A more profound sense of responsibility washed over me. They were part of me, and I was part of them.

Before all else must come the Brigantes.

I was not a fool. I knew very well that such a bind came with a price.

Rubbing my chest once more, I redressed. My mind was moving in a hundred directions. But at that moment, my chief concern was to get the warband on the move. We must ride south, liberate Mydils Fort, and punish the Parisii who had thought to take it from me.

I brushed my dark hair out, pulled it into a braid, and then slipped the dagger Conall had given me onto my belt. Then, I placed the coronet on my head.

Closing my eyes, I inhaled deeply and slowly.

Great Bright Mother, Brigantia, be with me.

Lady of Winter, Cailleach, be with me.

And help me bring vengeance.
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When I exited my bedchamber, I found Eddin on the other side of the door.

“Carti,” he said, smiling. “I was just coming to look for you.”

“Eddin,” I replied, a smile breaking out across my face.

Eddin wrapped his arms around me, pulling me into a hug. “Thank the twin goddesses. Are you all right?”

“Intact, for the most part,” I said, feeling the ache in my chest again. And with it, a reminder of the Cailleach’s words to me. I pulled back. “And ready to ride south.”

Eddin studied my face. “Good. They are gathering below.”

“Let’s join them.”

Eddin and I made our way back downstairs.

“Am I permitted to ask what happened?” Eddin asked in a low voice.

“I can tell you that I was taken to a temple of the Cailleach. There, I was reminded of my duties to my people.”

“They say one of the red-robed priestesses returned with you and is being lodged in the fort.”

“Rumor travels quickly.”

“It does, particularly when there is a break in tradition. I know your family is not keen on the presence of druids, but my father always kept an adviser at his side. The druid Eno was my tutor, poor man,” Eddin said, then chuckled lightly.

“I asked for a secretary,” I told Eddin. “Môd offered a battle-maid of the Cailleach.”

“Môd does not make mistakes. I’m sure you will find the priestess helpful. Eno was a great adviser to my father. He inspired me to want to take the robes, albeit as a bard,” Eddin said with a chuckle. “But my father told me, ‘The Dardani do not need a bard or druid king. They need a good man with a good heart who does not hesitate to lift his sword.’” Eddin smiled sadly. “My father fought good causes. For that, he lost his head, and I lost my crown.”

“We will not make the same mistakes our fathers made.”

“May the twin goddesses hear your words.”

Eddin and I made our way downstairs, entering the great hall.

When we passed through the doors, my mind replayed the last moments I had spent there with Gallmaul, my cousins, and my mother. I remembered my mother lying on the floor, twitching as her life left her, but the image was fractured by the rapturous applause that greeted me.

The chieftains had gathered. They were all there, save Old Cam, but I saw Ystradwel beside Chieftain Rhys. It seemed the future of the Setantii was already taking shape.

I felt someone enter behind Eddin and me.

I looked over my shoulder, finding Corva there.

“My queen,” she said.

“Priestess.”

Corva turned to Eddin. “Prince Eddin,” she said, inclining her head to him, then left us, taking a discreet spot by the door. Crossing her arms, she leaned against the wall and surveyed the room carefully while ignoring the curious glances that came her way.

I turned to Eddin.

He gave me a reassuring smile.

I made my way to the front of the hall.

Climbing the small dais, I took my seat on the throne.

I inhaled slowly and deeply, feeling the strain in my chest. Exhaling, I said, “My chieftains, you are welcome in my hall,” I said in a firm voice.

At that, they cheered.

“I come before you now as queen of the Brigantes. But there is no time for pageantry, music, and feasting. I am a queen at war. I will hear reports. Conall, what news of the Tectoverdi?”

I had sent a band of warriors from Rigodonum to subdue any of Gallmaul’s allies, but had not yet heard the result of that campaign.

“There was little resistance, my queen. A dozen men loyal to Gallmaul have now lost their heads. The Tectoverdi are with you. Your father’s daughter, you are their blood. In fact, their warband returned with our men to help with the effort against the Parisii.”

“Very good. I will be sure to extend my thanks. Thank you, Conall. And news from Mydils Fort?”

Chieftain Andoc rose. “Queen Cartimandua, we had no doubt that we would see you again with a crown on your head. The blood of ancient Bellnorix runs strong within you. As does, I hope, your grandfather’s impatience for fools.”

“Indeed,” I replied sternly. “As the absence of Gallmaul should indicate.”

Andoc chuckled. “We must get south, my queen. Chieftain Brennan has held the fort, but the Parisii have taken the river and port. Chieftain Baglan of the Parisii seems to be redoubling his efforts on Mydils. Word must have reached him of our build-up of troops.”

“Then let us not delay longer. Rally your warriors. We will ride out within the hour.”

“My queen,” Andoc said.

“A word of caution,” I told the men. “The Parisii and the Carvetti have recently come to an accord. Parisii Princess Alys will wed Prince Venutiux. This agreement was made before the attack on Mydils. I have sent a messenger to Cuneda, but we do not yet know which way the wind will blow. We may find ourselves at war on two fronts. Has there been any word yet of Carvetti banners at Mydils?”

“No, my queen,” Chieftain Caradoc said gruffly.

Chieftain Maelgwyn, whose borders lay alongside the Carvetti, rose. “My queen, if the Carvetti attack the Brigantes in tandem…”

“You are right to be concerned, Maelgwyn. We will hope diplomacy works, but plan for the worst.” I turned to Aeden and Andoc. “Do we have enough men to spare Maelgwyn’s warband?”

Andoc considered, then nodded slowly. “The more men we have here, the better, my queen, but we should protect our rear.”

“Agreed,” Aeden said.

I turned to the others. “Thoughts?”

“Cuneda has bigger balls than he does brains,” Chieftain Calos spat. “It would not be the first time Cuneda used a petty dispute to start a war,” he added, glancing at Eddin. “Send Maelgwyn back north. If we find ourselves split on two fronts, perhaps that new prince of yours can fly across Brigantes lands to aid him.”

That brought a chuckle from the crowd.

“Very well. Maelgwyn, return to your holdings and secure the border. We are not without allies. I will send messengers to our friends.”

The chieftains nodded approvingly.

“Well then, my chieftains, let’s prepare to ride out. Chieftain Baglan is far too attached to his head. Let’s help him solve his problem.”

With that, the men cheered and then made ready to depart.

I rose, eyeing the crowd.

Ystradwel and Rhys said some soft words of farewell, and then she disappeared to the kitchens, the warrior leaving with the other men. Andoc slung his arm around Eddin’s shoulders and led him from the hall. A few moments later, only Corva and I remained.

The priestess joined me. “It is wise to watch your northern border. As Prince Eddin and the Dardani can attest, King Cuneda cannot be trusted. Prince Eddin’s state is a testament to Cuneda’s pettiness,” she said. “As are my scars,” she added, gesturing to her face.

“Your scars?”

She nodded.

“Are you Dardani?”

“I was. Our priestesses fled to Brigantes lands when my village was destroyed, taking a poor, burned orphan along with them. I will be forever grateful to the Cailleach for sparing my life and to the Brigantes for accepting me.”

“I didn’t know. I’m so sorry.”

“Thank you, my queen. But that is my past, and the future is before me now. Although, I will say, I am glad to see Prince Eddin here with you. The last I knew, he was called Vellocatux and was tasked with hauling the Carvetti princes’ armor around.”

“Cuneda sent Eddin here as a messenger. I don’t believe Cuneda expected me to keep him prisoner.”

“I don’t think Cuneda nor King Ruith were expecting you at all, Queen Cartimandua.”

“Well then, let’s teach them what awaits them.”

“My queen,” Corva said with a wry smile. She inclined her head to me, and with that, we made our way to my workroom, where I would begin writing to my allies and reshaping the world as I saw fit.
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Corva and I worked quickly, preparing messages to send to my allies. I could see why Môd had chosen her for me as we worked. She had a deft hand at writing in multiple languages. I suspected that she must have had a tutor at some point.

Dardani.

Another survivor like Eddin.

I paused a moment, my eyes drifting as I considered. It was true that Cuneda had given Venutiux in marriage to the Parisii, but had he known they had attacked me, or had Ruith toyed with the Carvetti king?

A month ago, I was dreaming of joining Cuneda’s family.

Now, I was contemplating war on the Carvetti.

“Queen Cartimandua?” Corva called gently. “Are you all right?”

I cleared my throat and returned to my message, signing my name. “Yes. That’s the last of them,” I said, sealing the note. “We must make ready to ride with the warband.”

“I will ready my belongings, see to the messages, then meet you outside,” she said, extending her hand to take the notes from me.

For a split second, I hesitated. What if she never sent them? What if she had her own game to play? This was precisely why Bellnorix did not trust the druids. But Môd had chosen this girl for me. And it was Corva who had warned me during the trial. Because of her warning, I had listened to the voice of the little people of the hollow hills. Already, she had come to my aid.

I handed Corva the messages. “Thank you.”

She nodded, then departed.

I was about to go back upstairs to collect my things when Ystradwel, who had changed into trousers and a jerkin, appeared, two large satchels in her hands.

“I have prepared our things. Hilda will remain behind to see to Ulixes and keep things running, as well as the household guard. Everything has been taken care of.”

“Thank you, Ystradwel. Chieftain Rhys…any news of your father?”

“Still on his own two feet, for the moment.”

“Then let’s be done with it so you can return to your father.”

Ystradwel gave me a grateful nod. With that, we made our way.

Outside the fort, the others were preparing. Conall had saddled Branagán for me. Ystradwel went to her own horse and worked on strapping on our bags. Rhys came to assist her.

I watched as Ystradwel eased in his presence, a bright smile lighting up her features.

“My queen,” Conall said. “We will be ready soon. This one is more than happy to go on an adventure,” he said, patting Branagán’s neck.

“I’m sure he misses my father.”

“As do we all,” Conall said, then offered me his hand, helping me ahorse. He adjusted my stirrups while I was settled in. As he worked, his gaze drifted behind us.

I turned back to see Corva approaching.

Conall whistled to one of the stable hands to bring the priestess’s horse.

“The Cailleach rides with us,” Conall said, a questioning tone in his voice.

“She is no druid.”

“No. She is not,” he replied, but I still heard hesitation.

“You sound like Bellnorix.”

Conall laughed. “All the same, guard yourself until you learn the shape of her.”

I nodded.

A moment later, a boy returned with Corva’s horse. The priestess slipped onto the saddle, taking a moment to adjust her many weapons.

“A priestess or the battle Cailleach herself?” Conall asked her.

Corva laughed lightly. “That depends on my mood.”

“Then I will do my best to keep you smiling,” Conall told her.

Smirking, she inclined her head to him.

Conall gestured to the chieftains. “Your warband is ready, my queen.”

“Let’s not keep them waiting.”

Conall grinned, pulled his horn from his belt, and sounded it.

At that, we set off for war.


CHAPTER 9
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We rode throughout the day and into the night. Not wanting to exhaust the warriors before the coming battle, we took a rest in a narrow valley. The warriors set up camp for the night, lighting fires to tend to their food. Soon, the whole valley blossomed to life and filled with the sound of people talking and laughing.

I joined the chieftains by one of the fires, Corva with me.

“Well met, Queen Cartimandua,” Aeden said, gesturing for me to sit. “Priestess…” he added with a smile. “I am sorry, Priestess. I do not know your name.”

“Corva,” she replied.

“Corva,” Aeden said, nodding to her. “Please, join us,” he said, but I noticed that he looked over her weapons with curiosity.

Andoc sent one of the boys who’d ridden with us to fetch Corva and me an ale from the wagons. The lad returned a moment later. With a smile, he handed me the mug. When he turned to Corva, I saw him take in her burned appearance.

“Priestess,” he said, averting his gaze.

“May the Cailleach bless you, lad,” she told him.

With that, he handed her the mug and then hurried away.

I frowned.

Corva noted my expression and said, “Sometimes I am not sure if it is my face or scarlet cloak that frightens them.”

“It has been many years since anyone has seen the battle maidens of the Cailleach,” Andoc told her.

Corva nodded. “It was the great dark lady herself who summoned us to Cartimandua’s aid. There are dark clouds on the horizon for our people,” she said, her eyes going to the fire. “The sun is setting, a ball of light disappearing into a fiery pool,” Corva said, her gaze going soft. “In far-off lands, a storm is gathering. It will wash up on our shore in waves. Tides of crimson will be a prelude to death,” she said, then shook her head. She exhaled deeply, then looked around at us, all of us staring at her.

“Corva…” I whispered.

“I’m sorry, my queen,” she told me. “The fire speaks to me. I am usually more mindful to ignore its voice. Ever since this,” she said, pointing to her face, “it has shown me things.”

“If it is not rude to ask, what happened to you?” Aeden asked her, a look of sympathy on his face.

Corva turned to Eddin, who had just joined us.

He set his pack at his feet and took a spot by the fire.

“The same that happened to my prince,” the priestess replied.

At that, Eddin paused. “You are Dardani?”

“I am, my prince. My burns are Cuneda’s handiwork,” she said, then paused a moment, reflecting, before she asked, “Do you remember one of your father’s men, Chieftain Geriant?”

Eddin nodded. “I do. He was a good warrior and cheerful man, always smiling and laughing. And he had a head of bushy…red hair. Your father?”

Corva inclined her head to him.

Eddin’s gaze narrowed. “I remember you. You came once to Barrow with your father. You had a bone flute you wore strung around your neck. You showed me how to play it, then gave it to me. I had that flute for many years.” From the tone in Eddin’s voice and the look on his face, I could see he was surprised to find someone from his past, someone who still saw him as he was.

“Yes, my prince. I remember well. You had far more talent for the thing than I did. You could play music; I blew it to call in the herding dogs.”

We chuckled.

Eddin smiled softly at her. “I am sorry for what happened to you, your father, your people.”

“To our people,” Corva said with a sad smile. She gestured to Eddin’s satchel. “Do you still play, Prince Eddin?”

There, sticking out of the top of his bag, was the lyre I had given him.

“Well, I—” Eddin demurred.

“He plays very well,” I said.

“Play for us, Eddin,” Andoc said, slapping him good-naturedly on the back. “It is the eve of battle. Give us a good song.”

Ystradwel and Rhys joined us.

Ystradwel smiled at the chieftain, who held her hand as she settled in on the low bench.

It was like the ice inside Ystradwel had melted. My parents’ death had upended my world. My heart still ached for my father. It was as if there was a hollow inside my chest where he had lived. About my mother, I had far more conflicted feelings. But for Ystradwel, my parents’ death had set her free. Only now was I beginning to see the real person behind the mask of perfection. The woman who had haunted my steps with a chiding tongue was gone.

Eddin strummed the strings on the lyre, the sound filling the night air, and then began to play.

I didn’t know the melody, but beside me, Corva began to smile.

In his strong voice, Eddin launched into a tale about a faerie woman who haunted a glen where apples grew. She fell in love with the man who tended the trees. The farmer would sometimes sleep in the glen, and the faerie maid would watch over him in the form of a snowy owl. When her love for him became so strong, she could no longer abide by her people’s laws. She appeared to him in the moonlight, dressed in a gown of white trimmed with feathers, and for a single night, was his lover.

After that, the man searched for the woman, never finding her again.

But nine moons later, after a long winter, when the apple trees sprang forth with pearly white and pink blossoms, the man discovered a child in a basket. The babe was wrapped in fabric like no other. The embroidery on the child’s garment was written in a language none except the village wisewoman knew. She declared it the tongue of the golden troupe.

Eddin strummed and sang:

“With eyes of gold, round as the moon,

“And hair as red as a poppy in bloom,

“The farmer of Whispering Glen took his daughter home.

“The maid grew in beauty and great renown.

“A girl who whispered to the apple trees, to magpies, to hares, and to badgers.

“A faerie princess who became the beloved Lady of Whispering Glen…”

Eddin strummed a few more notes before concluding his song. The firelight glowed on his cheeks and in his eyes. There was joy on his face, an infrequent expression in recent years. On the night before the battle, there was so much happiness. How could such a thing be?

Beside me, I saw Corva hastily brush a tear from her cheek.

When the song concluded, Eddin inclined his head to her.

The rest of us clapped, but my curiosity got the better of me.

“Eddin, I do not know this song.”

Eddin smiled at Corva. “It is the tale of the priestess’s family.”

We turned to her.

“It has been many years. Thank you, Prince Eddin.”

Eddin gave her a soft smile. “I learned how to play that song on your bone flute.”

“The goddess works in mysterious ways.”

“So, you’re faerie blood, Priestess?” Aeden asked her with a grin.

“If you believe the story to be true, yes.”

“A faerie with a blade. That is a dangerous combination,” Aeden told her.

Corva winked at him.

“I have been to Whispering Glen. It is a fey place if I have ever seen one. Tasty apples, too,” Eddin said with a grin.

Corva chuckled.

The night drew on with drink and song, but soon, the men grew tired and began to head off to their bedrolls beside the fires.

“My queen,” Conall said, joining us. “The men prepared a tent for yourself, the priestess, and Lady Ystradwel.”

“Thank you, Conall,” I told him, then turned to Ystradwel. “I will retire now if you care to join me.”

She nodded.

“I will stay by the fire for a time,” Corva told me, her gaze flicking briefly to Eddin. “I will whisper with the prince of old times.”

Eddin gave her a soft smile and then looked up at me. “I will not be far if you need me,” he told me, pointing over his shoulder to where he had tied his horse and left his things not far from my tent.

“Thank you, Eddin. Good night,” I told him. “Priestess.”

“My queen.”

With that, Ystradwel and I made our way back to the tents.

I looked over my shoulder, watching as Eddin moved to sit beside Corva, the two of them talking in low voices.

For a moment, jealousy sparked to life in me.

I chided myself for it.

“Môd has sent you an interesting adviser,” Ystradwel said, a hint of questioning in her voice. “I have never seen this sect of priestesses before.”

“Nor I. But Corva is right. There are dark times ahead of us. I will be glad to have her with me,” I said. Then, wanting to turn the conversation, I added, “Especially since you will be returning to Bell’s Harbor. I think Chieftain Rhys is far happier about this change than me.”

Ystradwel smiled lightly. “Yes. You mentioned dark times, Cartimandua. Is there something more than this matter with the Parisii?”

I nodded. “Perhaps. It is still taking shape.”

Ystradwel frowned. “May our gods protect us.”
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We rested that night and rose again in the morning to set off for Mydils. I mounted Branagán then reined in beside Andoc.

“I sent scouts ahead last night,” the chieftain told me. “The fort is still besieged but not yet broken.”

I nodded. “Let’s see what we can do to help Brennan, shall we?”

“As you wish, my queen,” he said with a grin, pulling his horn from his belt and sounding it.

The echo rang across the valley. The other chieftains called their warriors to gather.

Corva joined us then, slipping the pair of daggers she wore into her belt.

“Will we get to see those in action, Priestess?” Andoc called to her.

“Only if someone is foolish enough to try to get close to our queen. My blades are at her command, as the Cailleach decrees.”

Andoc nodded in approval. “Well, may your blades stay clean in this coming battle.”

“And yours bloody,” she replied.

Andoc chuckled.

Corva slipped onto her horse and reined in beside me. “May the dark lady be with us today,” she told me. “And may she turn her winter gaze upon the Parisii.”

“So mote it be.”

“So mote it be.”


CHAPTER 10
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The scene unfolding at Mydils Fort was chaos.

Parisii Chieftain Baglan had hoped to fulfill a long-held dream of annexing all of the lands along the River Tees.

My river.

My port.

My lands.

But the chieftain had not expected the chaos with my mother and Gallmaul. He had thought them weak. He may have heard of Gallmaul’s foolish push north into Votadini lands. The time, perhaps, seemed fitting. But Baglan was not dealing with my mother anymore. He was dealing with me.

I was no warrior, but I would stand between my people and those who meant to do them harm, no matter the cost. Whatever the Parisii had hoped to gain after my father’s death, they would fail.

“My queen,” Chieftain Aedan called as he rode quickly toward me. “We are ready.”

I looked down at the walled fort. The Parisii had surrounded the harbor city of Mydils, but thus far, Chieftain Brennan had managed to repel them. Many of the outbuildings were burning. The trading posts and wharf had been sacked. Those ships that had been unable to escape to sea burned in the harbor.

I clenched my jaw hard and stared out at the scene.

The Parisii had been very bold.

“Leave no Parisii standing,” I told him.

“Queen Cartimandua,” Aeden said, bowing in his saddle to me.

“And Aeden?” I added, smirking.

“Yes, my queen?”

“I’ll take Chieftain Baglan’s head if it’s not too much bother.”

“A fitting coronation gift for a Brigantes queen,” he replied with a wink. He turned to Corva, bowing to her, then turned and blew his warhorn. The sound echoed across the field as the other chieftains called their bannermen to war. My eyes drifted across the warriors, finally alighting on Eddin, who was at the front with Andoc.

Dark Mother Cailleach, be with us. Usher my enemies to their ancestors. Protect the Brigantes. And protect Eddin.

“May great Brigantia watch over them, and the Cailleach exact vengeance,” Corva said ominously.

I looked from her to Ystradwel, who was staring at the scene. There was a crinkle between her eyebrows.

Worry for the one she loved.

In that, we are not alone.

Once more, I searched for Eddin in the crowd, but he was lost in the fray.

Mother Brigantia, protect him…
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The battle lasted throughout the day and into the night. I did not see Eddin again. He remained on the field with the warriors and chieftains. I suddenly felt sorry my father had never sent me to Skye. Queen Moirin would have been out there with her warriors. The best thing I could do was sharpen my words.

A tent had been readied for me a distance away from the battlefield.

Pulling out another piece of parchment, I sat and began to write.

I readied a message for King Dumnocoveros of the Coritani. Their tribe bordered the Parisii to the south and was ruled by three kings. My father had kept friendly alliances with Dumnocoveros. I told the king of the Parisii’s invasion into my lands and my plans to repel them. But then I wrote more. King Ruith was almost constantly irritating King Dumnocoveros of the Coritani. Dumnocoveros had also long desired to take hold of the Parisii peninsula to the Coritiani’s north. If Dumnocoveros wanted to act, now was the time.

I had just finished when the guards announced a messenger.

“Who has come?” I asked.

“A messenger from Chieftain Aedan.”

Send him in.

A boy covered in ash, blood, and mud appeared, his helm on his hip.

“Queen Cartimandua,” he said with a bow. “I am Aerin, nephew of Chieftain Aedan. He has sent me with a report.”

I had forgotten Aedan had a sister. It had been many years since I’d seen her last. “Thank you, Aerin. What news?”

“The warband is making inroads, my queen. They press forward toward the fort.”

“That is good news.”

“Yes, my queen.”

“Take your rest, then return to your uncle. Thank him for me.”

The boy nodded and then departed.

I sat silently at the makeshift desk erected for me for a long moment, considering my options, then rose and went outside to meet with the guards. I found Conall there.

“Conall, I need a fast rider to go south.”

“South, my queen?”

“Into Coritani lands. To King Dumnocoveros.”

Conall smirked, then took the note from my hand. “I will see to it.”

Gesturing for him to join me, I walked from my tent to the edge of the hill overlooking the river valley below.

My black-and-white cape fluttered in the breeze behind me. The torches flickered as I looked on.

“The Parisii are pulling back on the fort’s western side,” Conall said, gesturing.

“The wharf is gone,” I said, watching the flames burn. “All the tradesmen’s buildings have been destroyed.”

Conall nodded. “They can be rebuilt. As long as we hold the fort, we hold the land.”

“Ruith has eyed this valley for too long. We must turn the tide.”

Conall nodded, then side-eyed me. “You should rest, my queen. I don’t know what trials you endured with the priestesses, but you should rest.”

I rubbed my chest unconsciously, then asked, “Can you sleep?”

He laughed lightly. “No.”

I crossed my arms on my chest. “Our scouts? Any sign of a larger Parisii warband advancing?”

“Not yet.”

“Or of Carvetti ships?”

“No, my queen.”

I narrowed my gaze as I considered. “How big is Cayhou, the Parisii port city to the south?”

Conall nodded. “Smaller than Mydils, but it is their stronghold in the north. They do good trade on the coast.”

“And the lands around the city? Farms? Swamp?”

“There is a small village between here and there. Myrtlewood. Pretty lands. Fields fat with wheat, cattle, and horses.”

“I am fond of horses.” I huffed a light laugh. “I will try to rest now. I will dream of Brigantes’ grain stores full of golden oats and barns full of sleek Parisii ponies. If there is news, wake me.”

“My queen,” Conall said, inclining his head.

I turned to go, pausing to look back again at the field.

“Conall?”

“My queen?”

“Has Lord Eddin returned from the field?”

“No, my queen. He was fighting alongside Chieftain Aedan when I last saw him,” he said, then smiled. “It was good to see a Dardani on the field again.”

“Indeed,” I replied, then turned and retreated to my tent.

Indeed.


CHAPTER 11
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Despite my best intentions, I couldn’t sleep. Too many thoughts swirled through my mind. War was brewing just beyond my tent, but as I lay on my cot, Cormag was the person occupying thoughts. Cormag…and Eddin.

I had offered Cormag my hand to silence the disquiet between our tribes. No more would there be a threat of Votadini incursions. No more would there be a never-ending tension between our people. The offer served my tribe far better than marriage to Venu, a second son of the chaotic Carvetti king.

Initially, my marriage offer to Cormag had been strategic.

But it was also, unexpectedly, something more.

Cormag was so…intriguing.

And yet…

My thoughts turned to Eddin.

All this time, a marriage to Eddin had been impossible. He had been a friend, nothing more, but now… I had never expected to feel something for Eddin. The truth had accidently slipped out, but it was too late. My romantic feelings toward Eddin disrespected the man I was intended to marry. I knew what it felt like to be the recipient of such dishonor. Venu had set me aside with no thought. I still felt the sting of his abandonment.

I could not—no, would not—do the same to Cormag.

Cormag.

Son of the Cailleach.

The goddess had chosen her own son for me.

On the other side of this war, a new life waited.

What more could I ask for?

My mind grew hazy as sleep finally came for me.

What more can I ask for?

But as my eyes closed, it was the sound of Eddin’s voice that followed me to my dreams.

For Eddin… I could have asked for Eddin.

[image: ]


I woke early the following day to find the camp swathed in a thick blanket of fog. When I exited the tent, I found the priestess Corva there. She stared into the mists.

“Priestess?”

“My queen,” she replied but didn’t look back at me.

“What is it?”

“It is unsafe to sleep in the mists, that is all. I am just…seeing.” She blinked hard, then turned to me. “The men took to the field again before sunrise. Under the cover of moonlight with the fog hiding them, they went into the Parisii camp. There was screaming and then fire,” she said, gesturing. “If you listen, you can hear the clashing of arms.”

I stood beside her, listening as voices and battle rang across the valley to us once more.

“It will be over soon,” she told me.

“Any word of reinforcements?”

Corva shook her head.

Perhaps Cuneda has managed to stay above the entanglement after all.

“No,” Corva said.

“No?”

“I see Cuneda in Brough,” she said, gesturing toward the mists.

Many were touched with gifts. While I did not have the skill like others, from time to time, I had conjured images when looking into still water. The effect always made my head ache. And most of the time, the images came unbidden.

“Can you always hear me?” I asked.

She shook her head. “No. I just have excellent ears when it comes to the Carvetti king. This one in particular,” she said, pushing aside her long, red hair. On the side of her face where her skin had been burned, she revealed her ear, which had been burned to a twisted nub of flesh.

“Oh, Corva.”

“The mist amplifies all those things of the Otherworld. It loosens the barriers between this world and others, making it easier to hear in such places.”

I stared out at the foggy landscape.

Somewhere in the distance, a horn sounded for retreat.

“Parisii,” Corva said. “They will run south.”

“May the Cailleach set her hounds on their heels.”

“And may fey things rise from the mist and snatch them from this world.”
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By late afternoon, the Brigantes had retaken Mydils Fort. Covered in mud and blood, Eddin and Aedan returned with the good news.

“They have abandoned the fort, my queen,” Aedan told me. “My warriors have gone into the city to aid Chieftain Brennan. The other chieftains are regrouping, their men taking some rest, and awaiting upon your orders.”

“The Parisii?”

“They retreated south and are regrouping in the fields outside the Parisii village of Myrtlewood.”

“Well done,” I told Aeden, clapping the chieftain on his shoulder. I turned to Eddin. “All limbs accounted for?”

“Everything intact.”

“Excellent,” I said, giving him a warm smile and reining back a deep sigh of relief. I could not let my true feelings of relief show in front of Aeden. “I will ride to the fort,” I said, then turned to Conall, who had been lingering nearby.

The guard nodded and called to a boy to bring my horse.

Ystradwel appeared a few moments later leading her own horse.

“Riding to the fort?” she asked.

I nodded.

“I’ll join you.”

“Have you seen Corva?” I asked the others. The priestess had excused herself just after the retreat had been called. I had not seen her since.

“She joined the priestesses who have come to treat the wounded,” Aedan told me.

“I will see them as well.”

When the boy returned, I mounted Branagán and joined the others, riding for the fort.

The outskirts of the city were a muddy mess. The men worked at clearing the bodies, loading them onto wagons. In the distance, I could see pyres had already been erected. The dark-robed priestesses of the Cailleach worked there, helping prepare the dead for the Otherworld. Closer to the fort, I spied a tent. There, the priestesses of Brigantia attended to the wounded. I saw their white robes fluttering in the breeze. I gestured to Conall to stop there first.

Slowing my horse, I slipped from my saddle, landing in the mud with a squish. I pulled up my gloves and headed toward the tent.

Eddin joined me. “Carti, many of the warriors have sustained severe injuries. You should prepare yourself.”

I nodded to him. Taking a deep breath, I squared my shoulders and entered the tent.

The place smelled of healing herbs. But just under it, I smelled the scents of blood and rot. The midwives and the white-robed priestesses of Brigantia worked quickly, attending to the wounded.

I scanned the room for Corva but didn’t find her.

Wiping her hands, dark blood marring a cloth, one of the priestesses joined us.

“My queen,” she said, bowing to me.

“May the love of Brigantia be with you and all these wounded. What can be done to help you? What do you need here?”

“We have brought what we needed from the nearby shrine to tend to the wounded, but we would be obliged to the chieftain if there is any bread or soup for those well enough to eat.”

“We will see to it,” I reassured her.

“My queen,” she said, inclining her head to me.

“Queen…” someone called with a raspy voice. “My queen…”

I turned to see an older man lying on a cot. His face was bandaged, but the blood was seeping through. He reached out to me, beckoning me to come.

I went to him. Taking his hand, I sat beside him. “I am here, sir.”

“I saw you in my dream.”

“You saw me, sir?”

“I did, Queen Cartimandua. You stood before a great flood. It washed in from the sea, carrying ships loaded with warriors. You stood along the shore in your black-and-white gown, a ring of black gems on your neck, a crown on your head. And do you know what happened next?”

“I cannot say.”

“The look in your eyes… There were stones and daggers therein. Your glance made the tide itself turn back and the boats wash away. Like Brigantia herself, you stood before the Brigantes, protecting us.”

I squeezed his hand. “What is your name, my friend?”

“Leith.”

“Leith. It is a good vision. I hope you are right.”

“I will be gone soon, but you will protect us.”

“Do not give up hope. The Cailleach may not call for you yet.” I studied his half-sleepy expression. The priestesses had given him something to ease his pain.

“She whispers when I sleep,” the old man said. “I will not see this night, but I have seen my queen, and I know you will keep our people and my family safe from the tides to come.”

I stiffened my shoulders, preventing the shudder that wracked my body from telling of the sadness that swept through me. “May the goddesses let it be so. Rest,” I told him, patting his hand. “You have fought well, Leith. Now, take your rest.”

“Yes, my queen. Yes,” he said, then closed his eyes.

I lay his hand on his chest, then studied his injuries once more. They were grave. I looked up at the priestess at the next bed over, meeting her gaze.

She shook her head.

Exhaling, I left him and made my way around the tent, stopping to speak to the others there. How many had sustained grave injuries on behalf of our tribe? Some would not live. Even though my heart was breaking, I gave each my thanks. But with every warrior I met, my fury began to grow.

This was Ruith’s doing.

The Parisii would pay for this.

Once I had finished talking to the wounded, I rejoined the others.

“I should see Chieftain Brennan now. Will you have one of the men see what can be done about food, as the priestess asked?” I asked Conall.

“Yes, my queen,” Conall said, then gestured to one of the guards to attend to it.

Eddin joined me as I surveyed the tent one last time before departing.

“They fought bravely,” he told me.

“Yes, but they should not have had to fight in the first place.”

“Any message from King Ruith?” Eddin asked.

“No.”

“Cuneda?”

“Also, no.”

There was a long pause before Eddin asked, “What will you do now?”

“I will listen to my chieftains, but the Parisii must pay for this. I have retaken my fort, but they still covet my river. I need to remind them that taking what does not belong to them comes with repercussions. But still, I will listen to my chieftains then decide whether to ride home or ride south.”

Eddin grinned. “May the gods protect the Parisii if it is south.”

“Or not… They could also choose not to.”

Eddin laughed. “You would advise the gods?”

“Never. Merely request.”

“If they are listening, make a request or two on my behalf.”

“Aye, Eddin,” I said, feeling the weight of his words in my heart. If I moved to liberate the Dardani, I would cause a war with Cuneda. But more than anything, I wanted to set my friend free. If worse came to worst, I would keep Eddin as my captive for the rest of his days. He may not retake his crown, but at least he would not die as Vellocatux, the armor-bearer.

But there was more…

Eddin had meant more…

I looked up at him. “I hardly slept,” I said then shook my head. “I am so glad to see you unharmed.”

Eddin gave me a soft smile, playfully tweaking my chin, then set his arm around my shoulders, and we turned and made our way inside.


CHAPTER 12
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The gates of Mydils Fort opened to a small square. There, the warriors gathered, including Chieftain Brennan. I remembered the man a little, having seen him attend councils with my father. But this time, when I spotted him, I knew who he was. His three sons, who followed him like ducklings, were blond-haired copies of their father.

“Queen Cartimandua,” he said, joining me. He bowed, then added, “Please forgive my late condolences on your father’s death. He was a great man.” After a moment’s pause, he added, “and the loss of your mother. I am sorry I was absent for your father’s funeral games.”

“Thank you. Your absence at the games… It seems to me you sensed the Parisii were plotting.”

He nodded. “Chieftain Baglan started calling in his retainers in the days leading up to your father’s funeral under the pretense of a humble gathering for planting discussions. I did not trust him. He has been making overtures these last few months. Your father and I had been watching him closely.”

“And Ruith? Was the king ever seen in Cayhou?

Brennan shook his head. “No, my queen. But I see the weight of his silver in the fine swords those farmers who came to take Mydils were wielding.”

I nodded, suppressing an outward frown.

“Come, my queen,” Brennan said, gesturing to his hall. “My fort is humble, but I have strong mead and a warm fire.”

“Thank you,” I said, gesturing for him to lead the way.

I turned my attention from Brennan to his sons, whom I remembered from my father’s games. My gaze fell on Ben, who had been injured during the horse race. “Young Ben,” I said with a light smile. “How is the leg?”

“Healed, Queen Cartimandua.”

“Your sons paid homage to my father with great dignity,” I told Brennan.

“Our house was honored when you gave your favor to my son.”

“Your boys displayed the honesty, integrity, and strength of this house and family. Your family honors me, Chieftain Brennan.”

“My queen.”

Brennan led me down a hall to a cozy chamber. The other chieftains had already gathered there. The room was small, but a long, wooden table sat at the center, benches on each side. The chieftain’s dogs roamed about the place, looking for scraps, while servants brought out food for the hungry warriors. A blonde-haired woman, her hair hidden under a kerchief, smiled when we entered and then joined us.

“Queen Cartimandua,” the woman said, curtseying. “You are welcome in my hall. I’m Flora, wife of Chieftain Brennan and mother of these boys.”

“I am grateful to you and all the people of Mydils,” I told her.

“Please,” she said, gesturing to the chair at the front of the table. “Mead for the queen,” she called to one of her servant girls.

I gave the others a knowing smile, then went to the head of the table. Standing up straight, I surveyed the room, eyeing the chieftains for any signs of injury or anyone missing. To my great relief, everyone was accounted for and unharmed, besides a few bruises and scratches.

“My honored chieftains,” I said, lifting the goblet of mead a servant set before me. “Let us begin with a toast to our twin goddesses to whom all Brigantes owe honor. To the Cailleach and Brigantia.”

“To the Cailleach and Brigantia,” the others called in unison, and then we drank.

“And now, I toast you all in thanks and honor for a hard-fought battle. To Brennan, to you and to your warriors. I honor you.”

“And to you, Queen Cartimandua,” Chieftain Aedan called.

At that, the warriors pounded their fists on the table.

I inclined my head to Aeden.

“Still vying for consort, Aedan?” Andoc teased. “Haven’t you heard? There’s a crow in that nest.”

The others laughed.

Aedan grinned. “Not yet,” he told Andoc with a laugh, then winked at me.

We all chuckled.

I briefly flicked a gaze at Eddin who was leaning against the wall by the door. While the others laughed at Andoc’s jest, Eddin looked dour.

A moment later, Corva entered the chamber, taking a spot beside Eddin.

The pair whispered to one another.

Eddin grinned then chuckled.

Leashing my jealousy, I gathered my focus and smiled at the assembly. “Chieftains. Take your rest,” I said, gesturing for them to sit. “What news?” I asked.

Conall, who had lingered at the back of the hall, stepped forward. “My queen, news from the north… Lady Adelaide’s brother.”

In the wake of Gallmaul’s death, I was the only remaining royal of the Tectoverdi tribe. But Conall had remembered that Lady Adelaide, Gallmaul’s deceased wife, had a very honorable brother and had advised me to set the man in the chieftain’s seat.

“His answer?”

“He is honored by your offer. He has taken stewardship of the fort and offers to rally more men if needed.”

“Good. We will enjoy Chieftain Artoci’s contributions in the future.”

“My queen,” Chieftain Argenorix called. “This news Andoc has shared, that you are bound to wed the Votadini, is this true?”

At that, the men stirred a little, whispering between them.

“Yes. We shall have no future tensions with the Votadini. That bad blood will be buried in this generation though my marriage to Prince Cormag, assuming Queen Mael Muire consents. And unless there is good reason for one of you to protest.”

I could see in their eyes that many considered the costs and benefits, but none immediately spoke.

After a moment, Andoc leaned forward. “Save for Aeden’s sake, none here should have good reason to speak,” Andoc said then added, “But he is a bastard, my queen.”

“That is how we have understood it, but the issue of his paternity is more complicated. Let it suffice to say that he is Mael Muire’s heir, a fact that the Votadini do not contest. When the queen passes, the tribe will go to her son.”

“My queen,” Andoc said, inclining his head to me.

“Now, with that settled, let us consider what must be done here. The Parisii have withdrawn, but Baglan still has his head, a fact I dearly dislike. What now?”

At the back of the room, Eddin sipped his ale and considered as many, including Aedan and Brennan, suggested we push south and take Myrtlewood, finishing off Parisii Chieftain Baglan. Others suggested a full-on onslaught to the Parisii capitol. In contrast, some encouraged caution, as the Carvetti’s position was unclear.

“What says Prince Eddin of the Dardani, who fought so valiantly on behalf of the Brigantes?” Aedan called, turning back to Eddin.

“Watch now, Aedan,” Chieftain Caradoc cautioned. “I honor the prince, but I’d rather not be lured into a battle long done.”

Eddin smiled humbly. “I would not presume to advise the Brigantes. It is for Queen Cartimandua to decide.”

“Thank you, Eddin,” I told him, “but I would happily hear your thoughts.”

Eddin considered for a moment. “Then I would be so bold to suggest you march south. Finish Baglan, sack Myrtlewood, then take the Parisii port at Cayhou. Secure this river valley once and for all. In the process, you will learn which way the wind has blown the Carvetti, and Ruith will learn that you are queen. Be ruthless. Remind them that you are Bellnorix’s granddaughter.”

“Here, here,” a number of the chieftains called, banging their fists on the table.

“And if the Carvetti attack our rear?” Caradoc asked.

“I have written to my allies in the north,” I said. “We will see, as Prince Eddin has said, which way the Carvetti fall. Until then, I happen to agree with the prince. We will advance south and, if the conditions are right, persist.”

The men banged their fists on the table in agreement.

“For now, eat, drink, and rest. You have won the day. Enjoy it.”

“Well spoken,” Chieftain Brennan told me. “Your father was an excellent king, but he showed the Parisii far more patience than I thought they deserved.”

“Your instincts about Baglan were right,” I told Brennan. “And tomorrow, I will show the Parisii I have far less patience than my father. Besides, Aedan owes me a gift.”

At that, Aedan laughed. “I am sorry to have failed you thus far, my queen. You will have your bauble soon. I swear it on the Cailleach.”

“What did you promise the queen?” Chieftain Calos asked.

“Baglan’s head.”

At that, the others laughed.

Leaving his spot along the wall, Eddin took a seat beside me.

Corva, however, remained by the door. As I observed her, I realized she was watching and listening to the others.

“Aye, Eddin. It is good to have you here amongst us,” Andoc told him. “I looked twice on the battlefield, thinking I saw your father.”

“I am with friends again,” Eddin said with a soft smile.

“And we hope you remain so,” the chieftain added, giving me a knowing look.

“Eddin will never return to the Carvetti,” I told him. “I swear it by the twin goddesses.”

Andoc’s brows rose. “Indeed, far less patient than your father.”

“And soon to be married to a crow,” Aedan added. “None will dare cross our queen. She is a lady of thorns and talons. To Cartimandua,” he added. “May the Cailleach and Brigantia bless you, and long may you reign.”

“Long may you reign!”
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It was late in the evening, after too many goblets of mead, when I retired to a chamber within the fort. The warband’s happiness and men’s cheer had temporarily lifted a dark cloud from my heart.

Eddin, who had been lodged beside me, joined me as I returned to my chamber.

As we walked, we sang the ballad Aisling’s First Love. It was a jaunty tune about a young maiden and her farmer love who ran off together, to the chagrin of both sets of parents.

When we finished the song, we both laughed.

“I’m glad to see a smile on your face, Cartimandua.”

“As I am to see one on yours. I’m delighted Cuneda’s pettiness brought you to me.”

Eddin laughed. “Leave it to him to do right by me on accident.”

We both laughed.

I opened the door to my chamber, gesturing for Eddin to follow me within, closing the door behind us.

“But you were bold in your words to Andoc,” Eddin told me.

“I meant them. I will not hand you back to the Carvetti.”

“Cuneda will be enraged.”

“I do not care what Cuneda thinks.”

“He may threaten war.”

“He is not the true danger here. To our south, a fire is smoldering to life. That is the real danger I am preparing for.”

Eddin stopped. “Rome?”

I turned to meet his gaze. In the flicker of the torchlight, his light green eyes took on a deeper, more moss-like hue, reminding me of the finest agate. My head spun drunkenly.

“Yes,” I replied, but already, the danger beyond my shores was forgotten, swept away by the danger that lived within mine and Eddin’s hearts.

“Cartimandua,” Eddin said softly, stepping closer to me and gently setting his hand on my arm.

The feel of the warmth of his hand, the two of us alone in that place, evoked a strong emotion. Eddin was so good, so kind. All my life, he had been dear to me. I had always thought of him as a friend, but of late, I’d begun to realize… I inhaled a tight breath, pushing my drunken thoughts away. I would soon be wed. Cormag would be a good and honorable husband, and I was glad to marry him. There was no place for such lingering feelings for Eddin now.

But still, when Eddin looked at me…

“Rome,” I whispered, hoping desperately the word would disrupt the tension growing between us, but it weighed nothing more than the wind.

Eddin’s thumb gently stroked the soft fabric of my tunic. He held my gaze, his eyes searching mine. “Cartimandua…”

“We must prepare. We must be ready.”

“Cartimandua…” He stepped closer, his hand moving tepidly to touch my cheek.

Aye, goddesses. Be with me.

“I… I cannot afford to be weak.”

“Carti.”

“Eddin, I cannot,” I whispered, my voice shaking.

“You are not yet wed. No one owns you.”

“But I have made a promise.”

“To wed. That was your promise. There is no one here to dictate what happens before that day,” Eddin said, placing his hand on the small of my back and pulling me closer to him. “We are alone here,” he whispered in my ear.

“I cannot,” I replied, my voice shaking.

“Because you made a promise to Cormag.”

I exhaled a shuddering breath. “Yes. And because…”

“Because?”

My stomach quaked. Strange, buried emotions bubbled up in me. “I…” I began, but my words failed me.

Seized by the moment, Eddin leaned forward and passionately kissed me. When he did so, something locked up inside me let loose. I returned the fire of his kiss with equal passion. I fell into the kiss and embrace as Eddin pulled me close. My body ached for him, and I could feel that he, too, ached for me. So close to him, I was overcome by the sweet scents of spice that clung to his hair and clothes. I felt the heat of his body. It was all I could do to pull myself away from the inferno.

Drawing back, I took a deep, shuddering breath then set my forehead against his. “I cannot,” I whispered breathlessly. “I want to, so desperately, but I cannot. If we were to be together, to know each other that way… I love you, Eddin. I love you too much to be with you for just one night. My heart does not work like that. If I am with you, I will always be with you. So, I cannot because I made a promise to Cormag. I made that promise for the sake of my people. If I am with you, I would have to break my promise.”

But even as I spoke, my eyes fluttered closed once more. A feeling pulled at me, tugging me from within toward this man I had called my friend all my life. The feeling startled me. I ached to feel his lips on mine, on my body, everywhere…

“Carti…”

“Eddin,” I whispered. “You are too dear to me,” I told him, my voice breaking. I opened my eyes and stepped back.

I was surprised to see unshed tears welling in Eddin’s eyes. He shook his head. “Cuneda took everything from me. My home. My family. My people. Even my name. But there was one thing he could never wrench from me…my love for you. I have nothing to offer you, Cartimandua. I must depend on your kindness to help me get back all the honor lost to me. It is a humiliation. But know this: from this day to my last, I will love you with every breath I take. In the next life, you will be mine. My love for you is undying,” he said. Holding my face in his hands, he searched my blue eyes again, and then, with a grin, he kissed me on my nose. “Good night, Carti,” he said, then turned and left.

After he had gone, I stood for a moment, trying to regain my composure.

He loves me.

He loves me.

But then, the dark, rotten voice of doubt whispered in the back of my mind. “To what end?”

It would be a smart play to manipulate me.

But that was not Eddin.

Eddin had always loved me.

And I…

I would marry Cormag.

There was no other way to finish that sentence. I would marry Cormag, and Eddin would remain my beloved friend until my dying days. And yet, a world wherein Eddin and I would only ever be friends made my heart weep.


CHAPTER 13
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The following day, the warband regrouped outside the fort. Once again, a heavy blanket of fog rose off the river.

Corva stood beside me on the ramparts as we watched the preparations.

“You are wise to listen to your chieftains,” she told me.

“When I was a girl, I would linger in the hall when my father held council. I tried to note who he relied upon and whose advice he dismissed.”

“Chieftains Andoc and Aeden are fiercely loyal to you.”

I raised an eyebrow at her. “And the others?”

“Chieftain Caradoc… he rules over the Corionototae, a defeated tribe, like the Setantii.”

I nodded. “Yes. Bellnorix absorbed that tribe into the Brigantes as a young man.”

“And Chieftain Maelgwyn, whose men stayed behind?”

“A similar situation with the Lopocares.”

She nodded as she surveyed the landscape.

“What is it?” I asked.

“I sense…something. Aside from your uncle Gallmaul, were there others who hoped to take control of the Brigantes or break free from your reign?”

I was surprised by her question. “Not that I have heard nor seen, nor has Conall warned of such danger. Do you think someone is a threat to me?”

“There is something under the surface that I cannot put my finger on. Perhaps it is their unspoken concerns regarding your marriage to the Votadini. I will continue my watch.”

I frowned.

As Corva and I looked out at those gathered, I spotted Rhys and Ystradwel, both wearing the teal colors of the Setantii.

“And her?” Corva asked.

“Her… I would trust her with my life.”

Corva nodded slowly.

“Corva, your vision… Did you really see Cuneda in Brough?”

Corva lifted her chin, gesturing to a rider approaching the fort. Mud flew from the horse’s hooves as he sped toward the fort.

Aedan, Caradoc, and Eddin moved to intercept him.

The man hopped off his horse while still in motion and hurried to the chieftains. They spoke briefly.

When Eddin turned and looked up at me, I knew.

Gesturing to Corva, we hurried from the ramparts and down the steps below. Making our way through the crowd, we joined the others.

“Queen Cartimandua,” Aedan called, rushing to join me, Caradoc and Eddin hurrying behind him.

“Tell me,” I said to Aeden.

“A contingent of warriors led by Lord Alistair, King Ruith’s nephew, and King Cuneda with a warband of Carvetti have rode in from the south.”

“Where are they?”

“Cayhou.”

My worst fear had come to fruition. I inhaled slowly, then asked, “Are the Carvetti princes on the field?”

Aedan looked to the messenger. “No one has seen the elder Vortigiux. Our eyes in Brough say that Prince Venutiux rode out toward Rocky Ledge after his marriage to Princess Alys.”

My shoulders stiffened as I willed myself not to react to the news. After his marriage to Princess Alys. After. He was wed. I could not think of it now. There were more important matters at hand. His marriage meant nothing. I had to let it mean nothing. “Rocky Ledge. What is there?” I asked.

“A port and ships, Queen Cartimandua.”

Vortigiux had not been seen.

Venutiux had left with ships.

Cuneda was on the field.

Any hope I had held on to that reason would outweigh pettiness had died. Cuneda had been lured in or willingly joined Ruith. Now, I was in danger on multiple fronts.

I clenched my jaw, feeling my back pull taut, then said, “We will send word to Maelgwyn. He must prepare for an incursion.”

“I’ll see to it,” Caradoc said then hurried off.

I inhaled deeply, letting out my breath slowly. I had already sent word to the King Merod of the Novantae whose lands were to the north of the Carvetti. Loyalty to the Brigantes meant far more than to the small Carvetti tribe. Surely, Merod would support me. How could Cuneda do this? All this because my mother had spurned him? But this wasn’t the first time he’d started a war over a woman who didn’t want him.

“We must act with haste,” I said. “We will ride for Myrtlewood and take the village. From there, Cayhou. But we must find out where Venutiux went with those ships, and the north must be ready.”

“My queen,” Aedan said, bowing to me. He turned and sounded the warhorn and began shouting directions.

“Carti,” Eddin cautioned, “there is no telling what Venutiux means to do.”

“Indeed, which is why we need to send spies and silver to Rocky Ledge to find out. In the meantime, I must get a fast rider to King Merod,” I said. As soon as the words left my lips, I realized my solution. “Corva,” I said, turning to the priestess. “Can you find Chieftain Brennan and his son, Ben?”

“Of course, my queen,” she said, giving me a bow, then hurried off.

“King Merod would only be too happy to win the waters at Tràchd Romhra from Cuneda,” Eddin said.

“Let’s hope it’s enough.”

“I must take to the field. Gather what allies you can, Carti. Show the other tribes your strength now. Solidify your hold,” Eddin told me.

I nodded.

Eddin was quiet momentarily, then added, “It is wise to marry the Bastard Prince. The Votadini are feared from north to south. It is a good alliance. And, truth be told, I like Prince Cormag.”

I met his gaze. “Eddin…”

“Forgive me for what I said last night. I was…overcome. It was unfair to abuse your love and trust by burdening you with…my heart. You are my dearest friend.”

“I love you, Eddin,” I told him, then took his hand and gave it a squeeze. “There is nothing to forgive.”

Eddin sighed heavily. “If not to be forgiven, then let it be forgotten. You have more to concern you than the lovesick pining of a deposed prince.”

“Eddin,” I chided him.

“I am just glad you are not wedding Venutiux.”

Aeden called the warhorn once more.

“I must go,” Eddin said. “Be cautious, Carti. Cuneda is about some game. We do not see the shape of it yet.”

“Be careful,” I told him. “And may Brigantia watch over you.”

“And you,” Eddin told me, then turned and hurried to rejoin the others.

I had always believed that Eddin’s experiences with the Carvetti had soured him on all of the family. But, perhaps, Eddin had not been wrong. The ease with which Venutiux set me aside showed a side of the Carvetti prince I had not seen before. Venu had wed Alys. It was done. Whatever had been between us was over. But then, I remembered the look of love in Venu’s hazel-colored eyes.

He had loved me.

But he was a prince, bound to the will of his father.

My father would not have forced me into marriage, and my mother would not have had the strength to do so. But Cuneda was not like my parents.

I would not hate Venu for abandoning me.

If there was anyone to hate, it was Cuneda.

But if Venu attacked my people…

I would not think of it.

Instead, I turned my fury toward Cuneda. He had taken the man I had loved from me. And now, he was coming for my lands.

“Cailleach, be with me now. And show them no mercy.”


CHAPTER 14
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We rode out, the warband marching south. As we went, I discovered that the Parisii had looted and burned the farms throughout my lands on their way. Fury boiled within me.

When we passed one burned farm, I saw a family struggling to get their loose cattle back into the pen.

I gestured to Conall, then clicked to Branagán. My father may not have taught me the sword, but he had taught me horses.

“What are we doing, my queen?” Conall asked me.

“Herding,” I replied.

At that, the guard laughed, gesturing for a few more guards to join us, and then the two of us rode up alongside the reluctant cattle. Calling and clicking to them, the farmers assisting as they waved the animals back into the pens, we soon got the beasts back where they belonged.

The farmer quickly closed his makeshift gate behind the animals. I could see that the man and his family had hastily pasted together a new fence. Their house would not be so easily repaired. Half of it had burned and collapsed.

The farmer’s wife hurried to me.

“My queen,” she said, bowing deeply. “Oh, Queen Cartimandua, many thanks!”

I dismounted Branagán and joined her. “I am sorry to see what you have suffered here. Is anyone injured?”

At that, the woman burst into tears. “Lost my two sons, I did.”

“Oh, dear woman,” I said, setting my hand on her shoulder. “May Brigantia comfort you in these dark times.”

“Even killed our herding dog,” she said, wiping her tears with the ends of her apron.

My hands shook with fury. “May the winter queen carry us to vengeance.”

“Always about this land, the Parisii. Chieftain Brennan and your good father fought hard to keep us safe. We thought, friendly as we were with the Parisii folk across the border, that it would not come to this, but man’s greed has no boundaries.”

“Nor does woman’s vengeance,” I said. “I will make this valley safe for all Brigantes. I promise you.”

“My queen,” she said, weeping lightly. “May Brigantia keep you and bless you for stopping to help a poor old woman.”

“You are a Brigantes woman,” I told her with a soft smile.

She nodded. “Yes. Yes, I am.”

“I will speak with Chieftain Brennan and ask him to send help from Mydils to rebuild your farm.”

“Thank you, Queen Cartimandua.”

With that, I gave her shoulder a gentle squeeze, then mounted Branagán once more.

My heart pounded in my chest. Asking for Chieftain Baglan’s head was not enough. A dark wind blew inside me. The Cailleach wore many faces. One of those was that of death. The divine hag came to us in our final hours, taking us by the hand and leading us to the Otherworld, where we would join our ancestors until we were reborn. But that dark face was more…a lady of cunning, battles, and vengeance. It was her who whispered inside me now.

Conall reined in beside me. After a moment, he said, “I am very glad I am not Ruith right now.”

“If the day continues in this manner, there may be no more Parisii by the time I am done.”

“I honor you, my queen, but watch that temper. Bellnorix knew where to draw the line. His fury would often try to get the better of him. He kept his head longer than others because he didn’t let it.”

I didn’t reply, but I knew Conall was right. I inhaled deeply, trying to master my fury. My neck and shoulders felt stiff from the effort, as if I were a bow drawn taut but the arrow unreleased. May the gods have mercy upon whomever finally received that dart. Because I would not.
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We soon arrived at the village of Myrtlewood. The hamlet was a picturesque little place, the town built around a small lake. Rolling fields of wheat and barley surrounded the small community. There were several dozen small roundhouses and many animal pens and sheds. The villagers had put up makeshift barricades made of fallen timbers. Our scouts revealed that this was where Baglan and his men had retreated, but thus far, it appeared the chieftain was on his own.

The warhorns sounded as the chieftains called the men to muster.

Corva and I stayed further afield, watching from a ridge beyond the village.

“There have been no reinforcements from the south?” I asked Corva.

“No, my queen.”

With a blare of the horn, the chieftains led the men into battle, swarming over the small village.

“Then Ruith has left Baglan to die,” I said.

“So it seems,” Corva agreed.

Although the fighting was fierce, the villagers and Baglan’s ragtag group of warriors were no match for my army. By the afternoon, it was over.

Aeden and Eddin joined me.

“My queen,” Aeden said, bowing to me. “The village is yours. I am glad to deliver you Myrtlewood, but I cannot be credited for the other bauble you asked for,” Aedan told me, then turned and gestured.

One of the men came forward carrying a pole on which was the head of Chieftain Baglan. The man’s eyes bulged; his mouth hung open in horror.

“Prince Eddin fought bravely against the chieftain,” Aeden told me. “It is to him you must give your thanks.”

I turned to Eddin. “Indeed?”

Eddin gave me half a smile. “I got the better of him, but he left me with a reminder,” Eddin said, gesturing to a cut on his cheek.

“We must wash and dress that wound,” I told Eddin, frowning at the angry red mark. “But I thank you for the trinket.”

“What survivors there were fled south and are regrouping with Lord Alistair and King Cuneda at Cayhou.”

“News from Cayhou?” I asked, turning to Conall. “Alistair and Cuneda’s numbers?”

“Considerable,” Conall said warily.

A few moments later, Andoc, Calos, Argenorix, Brennan, and Caradoc joined us.

“The enemy is regrouping to the south,” Andoc told me. “Let’s take the fight to them at Cayhou. If we take the city, we diminish the Parisii stronghold in the north. They left these poor men to die. If Lord Alistair truly wants a fight, let’s give it to him.”

I considered for a moment, then turned to Brennan. “We had losses at Mydils, but is there a ship left to set out at once?”

Brennan nodded. “Yes, my queen. To where?”

“To King Dumnocoveros of the Coritani. If he will act in tandem with us, now is the time.”

Brennan nodded. “I can get a message there quickly.”

“Good.”

Andoc nodded. “It is time to call in all the allies we can.”

“I will send to Mael Muire. Maybe she won’t give me her son, but perhaps she will give me her warriors.”

At that, the others laughed.

“You see, Aedan, things may yet turn in your favor,” Andoc said, slapping the young warrior on his shoulder.

To my surprise, Aedan blushed.

“Sound the horn,” Andoc told Aeden. “We will regroup and march south.”

“Let’s be sure Baglan comes along,” I said, gesturing to the unfortunate chieftain’s head on a pole, “as a reminder.”

“My queen,” Caradoc said, bowing to me.

For ages, my father and King Ruith had bickered over this river valley, Ruith constantly tempting my father to war. One of two things could happen if I held the entire area, including annexing the Parisii city of Cayhou. I could either silence the debate for good, the Parisii having no say in the region, or I could tempt an endless war over the lands. Ferocity. That was the only thing that would determine the outcome now. There was a time for negotiation and smiles, but now was not that time. I had to show the tribes I was not to be trifled with because, in the future, my life—and my tribe—would depend on that perception.

I turned to Conall. “My friend, send your most trusted man to King Dumnocoveros. The king must be convinced that the time is right. If he wants that bay, he must act now. We will attack in tandem. Ruith will not be able to defend both fronts, especially not against two large tribes. He will fail, and I and my Coritani allies will succeed.”

“Ruith will believe he has the upper hand with Vortigiux at your back,” Conall replied. “He will try to push you, thinking that war breaking out in the north will cause you to split the army.”

“But he will not be aware of my messages to the Coritani to the south and the Novantae to the north. The moment Vortigiux moves toward my borders, King Merod will attack.”

“Let us hope that is the case and Cuneda has not found a way to turn him,” Conall said with a worried frown. “And the Votadini?”

I exhaled slowly. The fact that Mael Muire had sent no word concerned me. Had she rejected my offer? Was she content to take Silver Vale and leave it at that? There was a reason people did not entirely trust the Votadini. Saying no to the marriage but taking the land was exactly the kind of thing they had been known to do. Invariably, the Votadini put their interests first. Sometimes, the reasoning behind those choices was a mystery to outsiders, such as the issue of Cormag’s paternity. In fact, it was possible I would never see Cormag again.

“I will send a messenger. Let’s see what the Cailleach whispers to her.”

“There is still the matter of Venutiux and those ships.”

“I hope our silver discovers his destination sooner than later.”

Conall nodded. “As do I, my queen. Right now, we are exposed. There is too much uncertainty. There is no worse position to be in during battle.”

“Then, may Brigantia be with us.”


CHAPTER 15
[image: ]


The ride south took the rest of the day, the sun dipping toward the horizon as we neared the countryside beyond Cayhou.

Andoc and Caradoc joined me.

“Our advanced forces say Lord Alistair and King Cuneda are still holding in Cayhou,” Andoc told me. “The scouts have spotted a ridge ahead with a good vantage point and a solid place on the high ground. It will be a good place to camp,” Andoc said, gesturing.

“Agreed,” Corva said, then pointed in the distance. There, at the edge of the ridge, was a small circle of standing stones. “The old ones will watch over us there.”

“Priestess,” Andoc said, inclining his head to her.

I nodded. “Very well.”

With that, the men began setting up camp on a ridge overlooking the valley below. If Cuneda or Alistair felt bold, the steep incline to the ridge would likely dissuade them.

“My queen, if you do not need me, I will visit the stones,” Corva told me.

“Of course.”

Corva bowed to me and then departed, walking into the fading sunset, her red cape billowing around her, the purple, indigo, and golden sun shining down upon her.

Once my tent was prepared, I made my way inside. I had hoped there would be some news by now, but there were no updates.

No news from the Coritani.

No news on where Venutiux—the now-married Venutiux—had gone with those ships.

No news from Carvetti lands.

No news from the Votadini.

The waiting felt painful.

Sitting on my cot, I reshuffled my messages once more. But as I did, my mind drifted north. What if Mael Muire declined my offer of marriage to Cormag? She would be within her rights to accept my gift of the Vale but refuse her son. Some might call her stubborn and prideful, but I saw her differently. She was shrewd. I admired her. But right now, I very much needed her answer.

Ystradwel arrived a moment later, saving me from my thoughts. “The men are preparing a feast. Already, they are drinking and singing. Shall we join them?”

I nodded.

Taking a moment, I redressed into a more formal black gown with moons and stars embroidered in white on the hem of the dress, the three rings of the Three Sisters Henge sewn into the bodice. Ystradwel, too, changed from her riding clothes into the teal color of the Setantii. Leaving the tent, the two of us joined the others.

Seated around their fire rings, the warriors drank and sang as they sharpened their weapons for war. Amongst them, I saw several warrior maidens tending to their armor or readying their weapons. We were not so far from Skye that our women had forgotten the art of war.

Ystradwel and I joined the chieftains and other leaders.

The men rose when we approached.

“My queen,” Aedan said, hastily wiping his mouth with his sleeve.

“Please, be at ease,” I told him.

“Oi,” Andoc called to one of the boys. “Bring the queen and Lady Ystradwel something to eat.”

“Carti,” Eddin said, gesturing to an empty spot beside him on a log they’d turned into a bench.

I sat with Eddin as Ystradwel joined Rhys. A moment later, a boy returned with a plate of food and a mug of ale.

“Thank you.”

He smiled abashedly, giving me a toothy grin, and then darted away.

I set my plate in my lap and then lifted my mug. “To all of you,” I called. “May the days ahead bring us success, and may Mother Brigantia keep you from harm. To you and to Brigantia!”

“To Brigantia!” they all called in reply.

With that, someone nearby started playing music, and the men fell into conversation once more.

I eyed Eddin’s face. “That cut is still red and angry.”

“And aches when I smile.”

“A good excuse to be dour.”

“Not tonight.”

“No?”

“Tomorrow, I will wring the life from Cuneda’s throat. That is worth the pain of a smile.”

“Understandable,” I said with a grin. “If my father had thought to send me to Skye rather than seating me at a stool at the end of his workbench, I would help you.”

“It is not too late to learn,” he said, then rose, extending his hand to me. “Come now, Brigantia.”

I chuckled, set my dinner aside, then took his hand. With that, we left the others and stepped away. Eddin removed the sword from his belt and handed it to me.

“This would have been handy when Gallmaul sent an assassin for me. I had to make do with a chair.”

“You must have been formidable enough with furniture. You’re still alive. Now, let’s see what you can do with a blade. First, let’s adjust your grip,” he said, gently holding my elbow with one hand and then turning my hand.

I suddenly became aware of his closeness, catching the sweet scents of spices that clung to his hair and clothes. I inhaled a deep, shaky breath.

“Very well,” Eddin said, stepping back. “Give it a swish.”

I did as he suggested. “Heavier than it looks,” I told him.

He nodded. “Try to feel the balance of the sword. How does it distribute its weight? Firm up your feet like this,” Eddin said, showing his stance. “Balance yourself, then seek the balance of the sword.”

I did as he instructed, centering myself and then swinging the weapon. After a few tries, I understood his meaning. “Yes, I see.”

“Give it a lunge. Remember, it is sharp.”

I laughed. “I’ll try not to hurt myself…or you.”

He chuckled and watched as I worked.

I liked the feel of the sword in my hand even though I could feel I was as clumsy as a child.

“Firm up your grip,” Eddin told me. “Get used to that, or the first time you battle someone stronger than you, you will lose your blade.”

I did as he suggested, swinging the sword once more.

Eddin smiled. “Now you just need a shield and helmet.”

Chewing on a chicken leg, Aeden joined us. “You would turn our queen into a warrior woman, Prince Eddin?”

“Cartimandua has been taught to defend herself with words and armies. But sometimes, even those fail us.”

“Square your shoulders, my queen,” Aedan called to me.

“And your feet,” Andoc yelled from behind him.

Pausing, I laughed. “I feel like I’m being scolded by my dance tutor again.”

“You are. It’s just a different kind of dance,” Eddin told me.

“Yeah, except with this dance, it’s not broken toes you have to worry about. Things like dismemberment or disembowelment are more pressing concerns,” Aeden said.

“Morbid,” I told him.

“Truth, my queen.”

Eddin held out his hand for Aeden’s sword. The chieftain handed it to him with a grin.

“Now, Carti, I will teach you as my father once taught me. Do as I do,” Eddin told me.

I nodded.

Eddin then walked me through positions, drilling me in basic stances.

Out of the corner of my eye, I could see the chieftains watching me. I was surprised how quickly I worked up a sweat and how soon my arms tired.

“I fear I don’t have the strength for more,” I said when we finally reached the end of one drill set.

Eddin smiled at me. “You did very well.”

Behind us, the chieftains cheered and called to me.

I turned and bowed to them.

Eddin chuckled. “More importantly, you have endeared yourself to your chieftains,” he told me when he stepped close to collect his sword.

“And to you?” I asked playfully.

“You could not be dearer to me if you tried,” he replied with a wink. “A drink for our warrior queen,” he called, turning back to the others who cheered again.

Grinning, Eddin returned Aeden’s sword. “It is a fine piece,” he told the chieftain.

“Thank you,” Aeden replied, inclining his head to Eddin. “It belonged to my grandfather, who fought alongside Bellnorix. This is not the first time it has answered Brigantia’s call.”

“Nor, no doubt, the last,” Eddin said, and then the three of us returned to the fire.

I greedily drank the tankard of ale, surprised at my thirst.

“Well done, Carti,” Eddin told me, clicking his cup against mine.

“Ouch, my arm is tired.” I laughed when his mug joggled my arm.

Eddin chuckled. “Now you have a taste of what we go through.”

“You should get some sleep,” I told him.

He nodded slowly. “Soon enough, soon enough.”

“Well, Prince Eddin, how did she do?” Chieftain Andoc asked.

“With a little training, she can join us on the field.”

“It is good to see our queen with the house of the Dardani,” Andoc said leadingly.

“Agreed,” Caradoc said. “Very good.”

“Here, here,” Argenorix added.

“My friends, you must stop. You will make Aeden feel neglected,” I told them, making them laugh. “And you forget that my hand is pledged to the Crow People.”

“Offered, not pledged,” Andoc said.

“I never realized how much scheming my father protected me from.”

“Ah, but we scheme for your benefit,” Aeden told me.

“And very often, yours,” Eddin told him, making the others laugh.

“You only say that because it’s just now occurred to them to conspire for you,” Aeden retorted.

“I think our queen is very capable of charting a course for herself,” Ystradwel interjected.

“Be careful, my friend, or they will turn their fire on you,” I warned her.

“Indeed, we should look out for Old Cam’s daughter,” Andoc joked.

“I assure you, I have the situation handled,” Rhys told them, making the others laugh.

Rhys winked at Ystradwel, making her smile.

Finishing up my meal, I rose. “Well, gentlemen, I will wish you all a good night. Do not exhaust yourselves on plotting marriage. Save your fire for the Parisii.”

“My queen.”

“Queen Cartimandua.”

“Good night, my queen,” they called.

Eddin rose. “I’ll see you back to your tent.”

“Look, Aeden. Prince Eddin knows the course. You are too slow,” Andoc said with a laugh.

Aeden chuckled. “And you are too old, Andoc. Best hop to bed if you want to hold up against Lord Alistair tomorrow. Otherwise, that nephew of yours will be warming your seat.”

“Ha! I’d like to see him try.”

Their voices faded as Eddin and I walked back to my tent.

“Carti, tomorrow, there will be Carvetti on the field…”

“Yes.”

Eddin inhaled slowly and then let out a deep breath. “If I engage them, it is the first in a series of steps that will either buy my freedom or doom me. Either way, if I fight with the Brigantes against the Carvetti, I am no longer your prisoner, I am your ally.”

“Vortigiux is gathering men in the north. Cuneda is on the field with the Parisii. The war with the Carvetti has already begun. The moment the Carvetti joined the Parisii in this battle, the matter of the Dardani was settled.”

Eddin paused. “Carti?”

“I would not start a war with an ally, but Cuneda changed the shape of this conflict. All treaties with the Carvetti are ended. I will see you crowned king when this is done.”

“Cartimandua.”

Frowning, I studied his face. “But not with a swollen face. You and that face will come with me,” I said, then grabbed his hand and led him inside the tent. “Sit,” I told Eddin, pointing to a stool, I then poured some water into a basin. Going to my small supply kit, I grabbed a vial with an unguent, a cloth, and water, then sat before him. “Aside from this face, how are you otherwise? Wounded elsewhere?”

Eddin shook his head. “Ribs hurt, to be certain. Baglan was a fierce warrior. In the heat of battle, I thought I’d broken them, but now, I just hurt everywhere,” he said with a chuckle.

I took his chin into my hand. “Fierce as he may have been, he now looks much less confident situated on the top of the pole outside my tent. Hold still,” I told Eddin, then gently cleaned the wound on his face.

Eddin winced but let me work.

The cut was deep enough to leave a mark but had not sliced too deeply. “I don’t think it will need stitches, but you will undoubtedly wear the mark for life.”

“A reminder of my service to the Brigantes.”

“Oh, is that it?” I asked teasingly.

Eddin smiled. “Ouch.”

Chuckling, I blotted a cloth with the healing astringent and applied it to his cheek.

“I remember that smell,” Eddin said. “And my mother regularly applying it to my knees and elbows as a boy. There was no cliffside I couldn’t scale. But I also remember the pain that followed.”

“Your mother was such a kind woman. I remember her well. She cut a figure like a faerie with her long, strawberry-blonde curls. I remember feeling envious of her hair,” I said with a laugh.

Eddin chuckled.

I smiled lightly, then took his face into my hand again, meeting his gaze.

When I did, something in me softened that should not have. And once more, thoughts that had no place in my mind rose to the forefront.

By the twin goddesses, have I made a mistake? Have I acted too rashly, offering my hand to Cormag? There was no hope for Eddin and me when I did so. I had been so focused on the disaster at hand that I had failed to look ahead. Eddin had protested when I’d offered my hand to Cormag. Now… Now I was beginning to understand why.

I searched his eyes, feeling the love within him.

Shaking myself from my thoughts, I turned back to the wound. “I am sorry in advance for the sting,” I said, lifting the cloth once more. I turned back to him, meeting his gaze. “I would never hurt you on purpose, Eddin.”

His eyes softened. “I know,” he said, his voice barely above a whisper.

I cleaned the wound with as light a hand as possible. Eddin closed his eyes, wincing lightly as I worked.

Aye, Brigantia…

When I was done, I sat back and studied his face again. “Done.”

“May Brigantia bless your hands,” he said, then shifted in his seat. This time, I saw him wince when he moved.

“Eddin, are you certain those ribs aren’t broken?”

“Less sure by the moment.”

“Let me look,” I said, going to him.

Eddin set his ale mug aside, then began removing his vest. I could see that every move pained him.

“Your leather was holding you together,” I scolded him, gently helping him remove his vest. I then lifted his tunic, revealing the purple and yellow bruises on his side. I gasped at the sight.

“That bad?” he asked, bending and wincing as he looked.

“Yes,” I told him.

Moving carefully, Eddin removed the tunic.

“Now, be still,” I said. “I will be gentle, but you must tell me when it hurts.”

Moving carefully, I gently inspected his side, pressing lightly with my fingertips.

While worry was foremost in my mind, I could not help but be overcome by his closeness, the sweet scents of rosemary and leather that clung to his skin, and the scent of just…him. I carefully touched his wound, my gaze shifting to his firm chest and the wall of muscles that formed his stomach. This was not the Eddin who had chased me endlessly around his seaside fort, climbing rocks, looking for shells on the beach, slipping into caves.

“Carti?” Eddin asked.

“Anywhere feel worse, more tender?”

“It all hurts,” he said with a chuckle, then added an “ow.”

My hand slipped away from his bruised side, up his chest, across his firm muscles, and then I rested my hand above his heart. I closed my eyes, feeling the beat of it below my hand.

Eddin reached out, gently pressing his hand on the small of my back and moving me closer to him.

“Eddin, I…” I began, but then my words failed. I…what? What could I say? Suddenly, my promises did not feel so important. Mael Muire might say no. And if she did… “Eddin,” I whispered.

He leaned toward me.

“Queen Cartimandua?” a voice called from outside the tent? “My queen?”

It was Conall.

Eddin and I paused, our lips close to one another.

“Cartimandua?” Conall called, his voice sounding serious.

“Yes,” I whispered, my voice no more than a whisper, my lips so close to Eddin’s.

“Carti,” Eddin breathed.

“My queen?” Conall called again, his tone more urgent. “Riders coming from the south carrying the Parisii and Carvetti flags.”

I took a shuddering breath and then stepped back. “A moment,” I called to Conall.

Eddin turned and grabbed his tunic, pulling it back on.

I handed him his vest, helping him relace it.

When I was done, he met my gaze. “Carti, it’s not too late. Nothing is ever too late. She may say no.”

“She may.”

“And if she does…” Eddin set his hand on my cheek. His eyes roved across my face. “If she does…”

“If she does…”

“If not in this life, then in the next. Swear it on the twin goddesses.”

“I swear.”

“As do I. And if that cannot be, then I do not want to live again.”


CHAPTER 16
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While Eddin composed himself, I stepped outside and joined Conall.

“Who has come?” I asked.

“Alistair and Cuneda,” Conall said, watching as our men disarmed the party.

“Bold,” I said with a frown.

“Indeed.”

Andoc, Aedan, Caradoc, Rhys, and Ystradwel joined us.

I motioned for them to follow me inside.

There, Eddin sat waiting, nursing a mug of ale…and his emotions. When he saw me, he inhaled sharply then composed himself once more.

But not before Andoc and Aedan passed a glance.

“We have guests,” I told him.

Eddin nodded.

A wash of embarrassment, confusion, and pity washed over me, but I pushed it all aside. I was a queen at war. I had no time to be distracted. I would meet my foe. I took the high seat, the chieftains and Eddin falling in line beside me.

A moment later, Conall opened the tent flap. “Lord Alistair of the Parisii and King Cuneda of the Carvetti.”

I remained seated when they entered.

Alistair bowed deeply to me, but Cuneda stayed stone-faced, looking from me to Eddin, who had joined the chieftains.

Corva slipped into the back of the tent and stood by the door, her hand wrapped around the hilt of her sword. Her dark eyes surveyed the pair.

“What are you doing here, Vellocatux?” Cuneda snapped at Eddin.

“Eddin is my prisoner,” I replied smoothly.

Scowling, King Cuneda turned to me. “What right do you have to take prisoners?”

“I am queen of the Brigantes. I am free to do whatever I wish with those who come to my lands,” I replied then turned to Lord Alistair. “I hope you have something more substantive to say.”

Alistair swallowed a laugh. “Queen Cartimandua, my condolences on the tragic deaths of your mother and uncle.”

“Thank you, Lord Alistair. One death tragic, one death deserved. Just the first of many…”

“Ah, yes. I was greeted by Chieftain Baglan outside,” Alistair said, gesturing over his shoulder.

“He’s all smiles these days.”

Alistair huffed a laugh. “Truth be told, I never liked him much either. And thanks to him, we now find ourselves in a mess. My uncle, King Ruith, has sent me to try to prevent more death. Chieftain Baglan acted rashly and without the king’s approval. You were within your rights to expel him from your lands. And…” he said then paused, “King Ruith is willing to gift you Myrtlewood as a show of faith for better relations in the future.”

“King Ruith cannot gift me what I have already taken,” I said stiffly. “Now, if your uncle is willing to withdraw from Cayhou, perhaps I would consider his offer.”

Alistair laughed. “That cannot happen.”

“That’s unfortunate.”

“This is a waste of time,” Cuneda huffed at Alistair. “You will withdraw, Cartimandua. You are just a girl, and you have no place on a battlefield. Take King Ruith’s offer or—”

“Or what?” I asked calmly.

“Will you not consider it, Queen Cartimandua?” Alistair asked, giving Cuneda a scolding look. “My warriors have been reinforced by the Carvetti. You are no match for my army. Save your men. Take your wins and withdraw in peace with my uncle’s gift in your hands. You must know King Ruith well enough to know it is rare for him to be so capitulating.”

“Considering he is the one who started a war…”

“It was Chieftain Baglan who—”

“Chieftain Baglan and his men were wielding very fine, new weapons and armor. Simple farmers dressed in new jerkins wielding freshly oiled swords. This girl is not blind to Ruith’s game. Ruith was right to think Gallmaul a fool, but Gallmaul is not on the throne anymore,” I said then turned to Cuneda. “This girl is. Ironic, your disdain of me, Cuneda. A month ago, I was set to be your daughter.”

“Venutiux is wed to Princess Alys now,” Cuneda said proudly.

“So soon? Was the girl already with child?”

Cuneda’s face turned red.

“And where is your son? Cuckhold to the Parisii already or is that just you, here on the frontlines risking your neck while Ruith stays warm in his fort to the south?”

“You will see soon enough where my son—both of my sons—are, and you will rue your sharp tongue, girl,” Cuneda said, his voice shaking angrily. “Vellocatux,” he said, turning to Eddin, “you are returning with me.”

“No,” I replied sharply. “Eddin is not going anywhere.”

“King Cuneda,” Lord Alistair said, eyeing the Carvetti king’s expression. A line of worry formed on Alistair’s forehead.

Cuneda stepped toward Eddin, but Aeden and Andoc stepped forward, their hands on their swords.

“Back away, King Cuneda. You heard my queen,” Aeden told him tersely.

“King Cuneda,” Lord Alistair said again. This time, the Parisii lord’s voice was sharp. Alistair may have had faith in his warriors, but he was no fool. If their plan for victory relied upon me splitting my army, then having Cuneda provoke me to war right now was the last thing the Parisii wanted.

The tone caught the Carvetti king’s attention, shaking him from the unwise thoughts swirling through his mind.

“Please, Queen Cartimandua, consider my uncle’s offer,” Lord Alistair implored, a flash of frustration and worry on his features. “Let us spare our warriors and settle this peacefully. It does not have to come to more blows.”

“I will consider it,” I told him stiffly.

Lord Alistair bowed to me. “Thank you, Queen Cartimandua. Chieftains,” he said, then gestured to Cuneda that it was time to go.

“You…” Cuneda said, pointing a shaking finger at Eddin. “You do not dare to dream, Vellocatux.”

“He is Prince Eddin of the Dardani,” I corrected Cuneda. “And you are excused from my presence,” I told Cuneda dismissively, trying to push his ego one last time.

His face red, Cuneda glared daggers at me then turned to Ystradwel. “My condolences on the death of your father,” he told her icily then turned and left the tent in a huff.

Alistair’s eyes bulged from his head a moment before he was able to control his expression. He turned on his heel and hurried behind the Carvetti king.

“Wh-what did he say?” Ystradwel asked.

I lifted a hand, gesturing for the others to be silent as I listened for the sound of hoofbeats as Cuneda and Alistair rode off, then I rose.

“They are stalling for time. They would squeeze us on multiple fronts by convincing me to sit still and consider Ruith’s proposal while the Carvetti try to take the western coast, attacking Old Cam.”

“You provoked him on purpose,” Corva said.

I nodded. “Cuneda’s rage made him reveal their plans. Lord Alistair’s gaze confirmed it. We must not delay here. Alistair is right. Already, our numbers are not what they should be now that the Carvetti have reinforced the Parisii. We must be ready to attack at first light.”

“Setantii lands,” Andoc said, aghast. “That boy is headed with those ships to Setantii lands.”

“So it seems.”

“My father,” Ystradwel said, looking distraught.

“It was a threat,” Eddin reassured her. “Venutiux is not there yet.”

“All the same,” Ystradwel said. “Our lands are empty of warriors. If Prince Venutiux is making for Bell’s Harbor…”

“How long would it take to sail to Setantii lands? Northern or southern routes?” I asked the chieftains.

“A week, at least,” Caradoc said.

“Prince Venutiux just set sail,” I said, looking to Ystradwel who had gone white. “We will finish this quickly. We will not allow ourselves to be distracted. Once the Coritani launch their attack on the Parisii from the south, it is the Parisii who will be drawn in half.”

“As they wish to do to us,” Andoc said sourly.

“And to our north? The elder Carvetti prince will ride south onto Setantii lands to meet his brother,” Rhys said.

“Taking the Dardani along with them as fodder,” Eddin said sourly.

“Our rider has gone to King Merod in the north. Our ally will rise to the occasion.”

“And if he does not make it in time? Or if Merod rejects the plan?” Caradoc asked.

“We must make short work of this, gentlemen,” I told the chieftains. “It is imperative that we have the north firmly in hand. We must keep our allies close, and our enemies must be dealt with swiftly and brutally. There can be no question of our authority in the north.”

Andoc’s brow furrowed. “Why, Cartimandua?”

I inhaled slowly then said, “There is a storm brewing in the south, whispers of an old enemy on the move.”

Everyone in the tent fell silent, and for a moment, the air seemed to grow cold.

“What enemy?” Aedan asked.

I looked at those gathered there. I had no proof except the Cailleach’s word, but that was proof enough. “Rome.”

They stared at me as if I had spiders crawling on my face.

A horn sounded then, making everyone jump.

I shuddered.

“I will see to the matter,” Conall told us then departed.

“Cartimandua,” Aedan whispered. “Is it true?”

“I have men in route to Gaul to determine the extent of the Roman build-up. But yes. It is true.”

“Why have we heard nothing of this?” Caradoc asked.

“It is still coming into being,” I told them, “but they are coming. We must hold the north. And we must hold it like a wall of iron.”

Conall returned a moment later with a perplexed expression on his face. “My queen,” he said, “you will want to come. Chieftains, you as well.”

With that, we followed Conall from the tent.

Ystradwel hurried to join me. “Cartimandua, my father—”

“I have no doubt that your father is still alive, but it was a threat upon his life and to your people. Have faith in the twin goddesses. We will find a way,” I said, but even as I spoke, my own confidence wavered. A month ago, I would not have doubted Cuneda’s unwavering support of the Brigantes. All it took was my mother spurning his advance to irrevocably break the decades-old alliance between our people.

The reality was, there was truth to what Alistair said. With the Carvetti warriors in their midst, the numbers favored the Parisii. The damage we had done to their forces at Mydils had diminished them somewhat, but without the Coritani’s help, I would lose many warriors, men I would need to protect my western coast.

Cuneda had been clever: a surprise attack on the Setantii by sea and land. If he succeeded, I could lose my western coast.

But not yet.

Not yet.

I followed behind Conall to the edge of the camp. There, the crowd cleared, revealing a surprising sight on the other side.

Sitting atop his black horse was Prince Cormag, and behind him, a massive Votadini warband.


CHAPTER 17
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“Prince Cormag. You are welcome in these newly Brigantes lands,” I said, willing my hands not to shake as I buried a hundred emotions.

“Queen Cartimandua,” he said, setting his hand on his heart and bowing to me. He then turned his attention to the chieftains behind me. “Honored chieftains. I come bearing news…and my mother’s answer. A crow always brings his intended gifts. What better gift for the queen of the Brigantes and my future wife than a warband? I have ridden south to protect those whom I will serve as king consort. In tandem, my mother rides west with her own warriors. You have trouble on your western border, my queen.”

“I have troubles everywhere, it seems,” I said, then turned to Conall. “Will you see to the warriors?”

He nodded.

With that, Cormag and two of his men joined us.

“Come,” I told him. “You’ve just missed King Cuneda and Lord Alistair.”

“Prince Cormag,” Andoc said, bowing to him. “You’re welcome here. Let’s have an ale and get you to work.”

Cormag laughed lightly, then nodded to the chieftain.

With that, we all made our way back to the tent.

Eddin, however, lingered in the shadows. His pallor had turned white as snow.

In an instant, all hope for a union between us was lost.

I met his gaze. I held it for a moment, feeling that pain with him, then motioned for him to join us.

He nodded to me.

My heart ached.

I would wed the Votadini prince.

Any hope Eddin had been clinging to was done. But there was still a future before him. If we won, Eddin could be king. I could not give him my hand, but I could give him his crown. There was no reason for me to hold back now. The war with the Carvetti had already begun.

We entered the tent. The serving boys quickly delivered tankards of ale to Cormag and his attendants.

We went to the table where we unfurled the map.

“Prince Cormag, what news?” Andoc asked.

Cormag eyed the map closely.

“The Priestess Môd arrived yesterday with the news of the Parisii attack and the underhanded dealings of the Carvetti. The priestesses became aware of the elder Carvetti Prince Vortigiux’s movements. Vortigiux is building up his warriors on his southern borders. My mother and I split our warband, half riding south to support you here. The remainder of our forces will ride to your borders with the Carvetti.”

“What is happening on that border?” I asked.

“The Carvetti forces are rallying to the south in old Dardani lands,” Cormag said, then lifted his gaze toward Eddin. “Although their king stands before me now.”

“I took Eddin as a prisoner to vex Cuneda,” I said. “But Cuneda has changed the game. When we turn west, we will do so with a Dardani king amongst us.”

Cormag nodded slowly as he considered. “Then I am glad to see you here, Prince Eddin.”

“As we are glad of your arrival, Prince Cormag,” Eddin replied, but his eyes were on the map.

“I am bound to protect my queen and her lands,” Cormag said, looking shyly at me for just a moment. “What are the Parisii numbers to the south?”

“Significant,” Andoc said, “but we have petitioned the Coritani to our aid.”

“Will they come?”

“Ruith’s taste for harbors has long generated conflict between himself and the Coritani kings. We do not have Dumnocoveros’s answer yet, but I would come,” I said.

“Then I am sure he will be there,” Cormag told me.

“And the Setantii?” Ystradwel said, gesturing to her lands. “Prince Venutiux’s ships.”

“We believe Prince Venutiux intends to reinforce his brother from the south, invading Setantii lands then pushing north,” I told Cormag.

Cormag crossed his arms on his chest and stroked his chin as he considered. “I had not heard this news.”

“We know for certain the prince took the ships,” Aeden said. “We are still trying to confirm his path, but Cartimandua provoked Cuneda into revealing what we believe to be his destination.”

“I must keep watch for such tactics from my queen,” Cormag said, making the others chuckle.

Eddin, however, remained stone-faced.

“We will make short work of them tomorrow,” Caradoc said firmly. “They think they have us, my friends. We will show them that they are wrong. And now, with Prince Cormag’s forces here, we cannot be defeated. We are grateful to you and Queen Mael Muire.”

Cormag inclined his head to the chieftain.

“We will attack just before dawn, use the cover of night to our benefit,” Aeden said. “Inform the men. The Parisii are expecting Cartimandua to agonize over Alistair’s offer. Let’s show them our queen is decisive.”

“Indeed,” Andoc agreed, then rapped his knuckles on the table. “Now, perhaps we should leave the prince and our queen to…discuss terms,” Andoc said with a grin, then turned to Eddin. “Shall we have a drink, Eddin? Tomorrow, you fight for your crown. Aye, by the gods, how proud your father would be.”

“I am indebted to Cartimandua for the opportunity,” Eddin said.

“I will hold you to that debt,” I told him with a friendly smile, attempting to cover the whirlwind of emotions in my heart.

Eddin gave me a broken smile.

When the others moved to leave, Ystradwel stepped forward. “My queen,” she said in a clear voice. “With your leave, I will send a rider to my father. Prince Venutiux will not be upon the Setantii yet, but my people can ready the harbor to expel an attack. As well, he should know what is happening to the north.”

I nodded to her. “Yes. Please see to it.”

At that, Ystradwel turned to Rhys, and they hastily departed.

Andoc set his arm on Eddin’s shoulder, leading him from the tent. As he left, Eddin flicked his gaze briefly at Cormag. A look of fierce jealousy held his expression for a moment, but only for a moment, as he turned to me.

“Good night, Queen Cartimandua, Prince Cormag,” Eddin said, inclining his head to us, and then left. With him went all our dreams unrealized.

My chest tightened at the thought, and I felt an ache in my temples.

Corva stepped forward. “Prince Cormag,” she said. “I am Corva, priestess of the Cailleach and adviser to the crown.”

Cormag bowed to her. “Priestess. I am honored to be in the presence of a battle maiden of the Cailleach.”

“As I am honored to serve the Dark Lady’s heir,” Corva replied, then turned back to me. “My queen, if you need me, merely call. I will walk the camp tonight.”

“Still…a feeling?”

She inclined her head to me.

“Any resolution?”

“Not yet.”

“Thank you for keeping watch.”

Corva nodded once more, then left.

I turned back to Cormag.

He studied my face. “I see the weight of a hundred worries upon you. I am here now and will not leave your side again,” he said, taking my hand. “Give your burdens to me, my queen.”

Earnest.

And with those simple words, I remembered the other reason why I had thought Cormag a good match. He was a good man. If only my wild heart would pause a moment to be silent.
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The serving boys worked quickly clearing the space. They left behind a pitcher of ale, leaving Cormag and me alone.

We went to the table, sitting side by side. Cormag filled me a mug, setting it before me before he refilled his own drink.

“To my queen,” he said, lifting his ale in toast, his eyes on mine.

“And to my king,” I replied, working hard to keep the tremor from my voice. I loved Eddin. There was no doubt of that. But that love could not be. I wanted to be a good wife to Cormag, which meant I could no longer entertain thoughts about my friend. The timing of Cormag’s arrival unnerved me. Reining in my emotions, I refocused my attention on Cormag, who had done nothing to deserve my unfaithfulness. I could never think of Eddin like that again.

Cormag smiled softly, a kind of quietness in his expression. “I regret the delay in my return, Cartimandua—”

“Carti.”

“Carti?”

“Those who know me well call me Carti.”

Cormag smiled, a dimple forming on his left cheek. “Carti. Queen Mael Muire accepts your offer of Silver Vale with deep gratitude. She also agreed to our marriage upon consultation with our holy people,” he said, but there was a hesitation in his voice that had not been there before. For a brief moment, he shifted his gaze away.

“Wholeheartedly?” I asked.

Cormag paused then said, “Yes. I will have you for my wife,” he said then smiled softly. Whatever that hesitation had meant, he’d buried it. “And to show our loyalty, she has ridden to support you in the west.”

“I am sorry to bring troubles upon your people from the start.”

“The gods are remaking the world,” Cormag said. “That is the word of our priestesses. This is the prelude.”

“As the Cailleach whispered to me.”

Cormag nodded. “You have already begun the reshaping,” he said, gesturing outside. “You have a chieftain’s head on a pole, have taken a Parisii city, and there is a deposed king in your midst.”

“Eddin was a childhood friend.”

“You intend to return him to his throne?”

I hesitated a moment. Cormag would be my king, my husband. He would be the one I would turn to in times of need. I had not consulted the chieftains regarding Eddin. I had not wanted to hear their opinions. Now that Cuneda had moved on the Brigantes, I would reseat Eddin. But I could not act in the same manner with Cormag. He would be a partner, not someone subservient to me.

“When I first held Eddin as a prisoner, I did not know which direction the Carvetti would turn. I hoped, at worst, to make Eddin a chieftain. But with the Carvetti and Parisii combining their houses, it created an opportunity to undo a choice my father made that I did not agree with and to restore an honorable man to his rightful place.”

“You value him as more than an ally.”

“Yes. He is my dearest friend.”

“Then he shall be mine as well,” Cormag said, taking my hand gently. “What you love and honor, I will love and honor.”

“Cormag,” I whispered, my heart moved. And with it, a twinge of guilt for letting buried feelings for Eddin bubble to the surface. I had not known if Mael Muire would assent to the marriage, but she had. And because she had, I now had to rebury every feeling I had for Eddin beyond friendship or I would dishonor the man who would be my husband. Cormag was an honorable man. I would not shame him as my mother had shamed us all.

“And now, you are a queen at war. Tomorrow, I will join your forces on the field. What is your goal in this battle, my queen?”

“For years, Ruith’s men have pushed the boundaries of the river valley. I have retaken my fort and the Parisii village. Now, I will take Ruith’s stronghold in the north. There will be no more questions about this land. It will be Brigantes once and for all.”

Cormag nodded. “The move will either silence him or provoke him to war in the future.”

“Yes. It is my hope that with the Coritani attacking from the south, Ruith will have no choice but to withdraw.”

“For now. Yes. And the Carvetti? What is your situation with them? I must confess, I observed you were friendly with their younger prince.”

“A friendship that has proven itself fair weather. The Carvetti plan to take my western coast. Cuneda threatened the life of Old Cam.”

“Will the ousted Setantii king rise against you?” Cormag asked. “Is there a chance they are working together to restore Cam to power?”

“That would be the smart move, but it would not have occurred to Cuneda to ally with Cam. He doesn’t want to share rule.”

“I will rely on your judgment in this matter. We will ride west when this battle is done. But first, we must win you a port city.”

“I would very much like that.”

“This crow shall endeavor to ensure his queen has all the shiny trinkets she desires,” he said with a smile, then rose. “But in the meantime, I should meet with my warriors and inform them of our plans.”

“Very well,” I said, rising.

Cormag took my hand. “I am with you now, Carti. And I shall remain at your side until the end…and beyond, if the gods will it.”

With that, he leaned forward, placed a kiss on my forehead, and then departed.

I stood still long after he had gone, humbled by the encounter.

I closed my eyes.

Fickle.

I had accused my mother of being fickle. Was I any better?

Cormag deserved better.

Mother, Sister, Brigantia… You are the lady of life and love. To you, I hand my love for Eddin. I set it in your hands, a precious thing, to keep safe. I cannot hold it in my heart anymore. Brigantia, watch over Eddin, lead him to happiness, and love him as I cannot.

“Cartimandua, that which I plant is not so easily weeded…”


CHAPTER 18
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Ibarely slept that night. The sun had not yet risen when I heard the warriors readying to ride out. Pulling on a black hooded robe, I made my way outside. The men moved about in darkness, with no torches to light their path. Using only moonlight, they worked as silently as possible to ready themselves for war.

My guard and I went across the camp, meeting with the chieftains who had gathered once more. This time, Cormag was with them. They were standing over a crudely made table on which they had laid out a rough model of the port.

When I arrived, Andoc was explaining the layout of the fort to the others.

He paused and looked up at me, but I gestured for him to carry on.

I looked around for Eddin and Aeden but found them missing.

Soon, I discovered why.

“The fog has been our friend. Eddin, Brennan, and Aedan have taken warriors by boat. They will stay at sea and wait for our signal. When we press against the Parisii frontlines, their warriors will make port and storm the fort from the east.

“When we attack, the Parisii will ride out to meet us or attempt to draw us into the fort, thinking they can defeat us in close-quarters fighting in the city. Either way, once they play their hand, we will have them. Eddin and Aeden will press from within the city while the Votadini ride in, surprising them, to join us. We have our plan, my friends. Let us all pray to the Cailleach and Brigantia to be with us.”

“There are some standing stones nearby. I will send my prayers to the twin goddesses,” I told the men. “May the goddess protect you, and may you all return safely once more.”

The men thanked me in unison.

“My queen.”

“Queen Cartimandua.”

“Queen.”

“Prepare to ride out. The Cailleach has shrouded the valley with fog this morning. Let us take the advantage she has given us,” Andoc said, then gestured to the others.

With that, they departed.

Cormag came to me.

I took his hand. “May the Cailleach watch over you,” I told him.

“And you,” he said, studying my face. He met and held my gaze. Moving gently, he touched my chin then leaned in and set a soft kiss on my lips. With it, I caught his woodsy scent with notes of leather and elderberry. The tang of strong spirits and cherries clung to his lips.

When he pulled back, he gave me a soft smile. “See you soon, my queen,” he said, touching his heart. With that, he departed.

As the others left, Ystradwel joined me. Like me, she looked pale and sleepless. Standing on the hillside, we watched as the warriors rode out. Only the sounds of the jingling of gear and horses’ hooves could be heard. They slipped into the mist, the fog swirling in their wake, then were gone.

Remaining behind was a strong contingent of guards who stood at posts not far from me, the many stable hands, serving boys, cooks, and other servants who waited upon the men. On the other side of our camp, I heard the voices of the priestesses and others as they worked setting up a tent for the wounded.

“I suddenly feel as if I have no skills at all,” Ystradwel lamented. “I cannot lift a sword to fight. I cannot mend a broken arm. I cannot cook a proper meal.”

“You underestimate yourself. You have cared for me very well all these years.”

“I do very nice braids, for what it is worth.”

“I wear your braids very nicely. That has been my job, to wear the braids. At least you can make the braids,” I said, my frustration a mirror of Ystradwel’s. “Have you sent word to your father?”

She nodded.

I stood, staring into the mist. It was almost as if it had swallowed the warband whole.

I frowned. “Come. Let us aid the priestesses.”

“Carti, what if—”

“We will not ask what if. We will stay firm in our faith. Our entire world depends on there being no what if.”

Ystradwel nodded, and with that, we went to work, neither asking what if aloud again.
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As it turned out, while neither of us could shoot a bow nor mend a broken arm, we could grind herbs, prepare bandages, and prep cots with great skill. As we worked, a gnawing sense of dread weighed on me.

And then, the wounded began to arrive. Ystradwel and I worked busily aiding the priestesses of Brigantia as best we could, washing wounds, fetching water, and readying the medicines needed. My heart ached as I hurried back and forth across the tent, working to help injured men—many of them missing fingers, hands, eyes. And many others were dying.

It was evening when I finally paused to take a break.

My hands were covered in blood, my back hurting. I stepped outside to breathe.

But the scene outside was chaos. Those warriors whose injuries were not considered too grave sat nearby, being tended by whomever had a moment. And on the wind, I smelled fire. In the distance, black smoke billowed.

And still, the fighting continued.

It was sometime late in the evening when Aeden’s nephew arrived with news. When the boy found us, Corva, Ystradwel, and I had gone to drink ale and rest a moment.

“My queen,” Aerin said, bowing. “Word from my uncle.”

I gestured for him to go on.

“Chieftain Aeden and Lord Eddin found themselves blocked at the port by Carvetti forces. The fighting is ongoing. Chieftain Andoc is still at the gate.”

“Prince Cormag?”

“Fierce as fire and terrorizing the Parisii. When I left, he had pulled the other chieftains into a consultation.”

“News of Chieftain Rhys of the Setantii?” Ystradwel asked.

“He was in the thick of it near the gates earlier, Lady Ystradwel. Still alive when I last saw him.”

She nodded, but there was a worried expression on Ystradwel’s face.

“Thank you, Aerin,” I said. “Please, take some rest before going back.”

I stared out at the battle scene. Embers rose into the sky along with billowing smoke. The skyline itself was hued dark shades of purple.

I frowned, unable to hide my worry.

“It takes time for the future to take shape, my queen,” Corva said.

I nodded.

“I…I am going back inside,” Ystradwel said, a nervous tremor in her voice, then turned and rejoined the priestesses.

“You should rest, Queen Cartimandua. You have been awake since dawn and working all day,” Conall told me. “If there is news, I can wake you.”

I felt exhausted. Every bone in my body ached from the work, but my mind moved like a windstorm. My thoughts had become deafening.

“I… I will try,” I said, then eyed the man who had dark rings under his eyes. “As should you.”

“I will see you settled first.”

“With your permission, my queen, I will take a horse and go to the field,” Corva said. “I… I must go see something.”

I frowned. “The battle is still raging.”

Corva tapped the sword at her side. “I will be mindful.”

I nodded to her, then turned to Conall, gesturing for him to lead on. As we walked, we were silent. Finally, I asked, “Is there reason to fear?”

“Not yet, my queen. I have seen my share of battles. Each takes a different form.”

As we made our way to my tent, I looked back at the field again. I could hear the men’s voices on the wind.

I watched as the embers twisted upward toward the silver moon above.

They were there on my word, at my call. How many men would die because of what I had chosen?

Cailleach, be with them.

Brigantia, be with them.

“Good night, my queen,” Conall said.

“Good night,” I told him, then went inside. Going to the washing bucket, I worked hard to clean the blood from my hands. I scrubbed and scrubbed until my fingers ached.

My head pounding, I sat down on the side of my cot.

But I didn’t lie back.

I could not.

My eyes fixed on the ground, I listened to the thunder of my thoughts.

But my heart… Its voice would not be silent either. It, too, whispered, speaking all the names of those I loved whose lives were in danger.

Cailleach, watch over them.
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I woke sometime just before sunrise. Ystradwel was sleeping soundly on a cot on the other side of the tent. She was still in her gown, now covered in blood stains, the hem a muddy mess. Even as she slept, she looked distressed. She had been through too much. First, the disaster with my cousins, now her father and people threatened, and Rhys on the field. My heart ached for her.

Moving quietly, I redressed in a simple black gown, slipping Conall’s dagger into my boot, then pulled my hair into a braid.

The morning air was cool. Donning a cloak, I stepped outside. There, I found Duncal and half a dozen guards.

“Queen Cartimandua,” he said, bowing to me.

“Any news?” I asked.

He shook his head. “Not yet.”

I frowned. The sun had begun to rise again, but I could not see from this vantage point what was happening below.

“Have you seen the priestess Corva?”

“Not since last night.”

I turned, looking toward the hill in the distance. There, I spotted the standing stones. “I will walk there,” I told him, gesturing.

Motioning for two men to stay behind with Ystradwel, we set off for the stones. Perhaps there, the goddesses would hear me.

We made the hike away from the camp to the small crown of standing stones on the hill nearby. Three cone-shaped stones, their tips grooved, sat at the very peak of the hill that looked over the mountains to the west.

I approached them reverently, my heart feeling heavy.

What if Cormag or Eddin or any of the chieftains were injured? As it was, many warriors would die in this battle. I knew it was the price to pay for finally securing these lands against Parisii’s ambitions. However, the thought weighed heavily upon me. On my word, my people would be injured or possibly die. I would take fathers from their families, mothers from their children. It made my heart ache.

With four guards following a respectful distance behind me, I finally reached the stones.

The climb made my heart beat hard, and my legs and chest ached from the exertion. It was windy at the stones. Moving carefully, I stepped inside the sacred place. At the center of the stones was a pedestal on which a disc-shaped stone was situated. Water pooled in the basin. I looked at the early-morning skyline. The sun was just beginning to rise, burning off the grey dawn. The sky had grown purple, but the last stars and moon remained in the sky, not yet chased away by the sun.

I closed my eyes and called to the twin goddesses.

Great Mother Brigantia, protect my people. Protect my warriors.

Dark Sister Cailleach, punish those who would do the Brigantes harm.

I inhaled slowly and deeply, let out a slow breath, and opened my eyes again.

I stared up into the violet-colored sky. Brigantes lands were a reflection of the night sky. To what sacred place did this crown of stones align? I looked from the sky to the basin, resting my hands on the side. In the water, I caught a glimpse of the sky overhead.

And then, I saw more.

I saw Eddin fighting. All around him was smoke and fire. He was somewhere within the city. The smoke made it hard to see. Around him, pairs battled. I gasped, gripping the side of the basin as a man rushed Eddin, an axe in his hand.

I was about to call out when another warrior appeared, sticking his blade in the man’s gut.

Cormag.

A horn sounded from somewhere beyond them, deeper into the city, calling for retreat.

“Parisii, fall back,” someone yelled.

I tried to peer through the cloudy vision to see who had sounded the retreat but could only make out shapes.

Behind Eddin and Cormag, the Parisii forces began to flee.

“Go, Eddin. Do not let him escape. I will cover your rear,” Cormag called out to Eddin.

My gaze shifted momentarily, and I watched Eddin disappear from the frame, chasing…Cuneda. The king was covered in muck. Blood trailed in a line down his forehead from a deep cut on his head, which marred his dark hair.

“Vellocatux! I raised you as my son,” I heard Cuneda protest, but then men disappeared into the darkness, and my vision was called away by Cormag, who struggled under the weight of battling four men at once.

“Cormag,” I whispered, terror washing over me.

He flinched a moment, as if he heard my call.

I squeezed the basin’s rim tighter, watching Cormag bend and twist, avoiding his opponent’s blades. Behind him, I heard the clashing of arms.

I felt like I couldn’t breathe.

Cormag moved so deftly, evading the enemy’s blows and, in the process, taking down two of the warriors. He had a sword in each hand, bending and turning out of the way. While his skill was apparent, the remaining men had become desperate. And in the sheen of one of their eyes, I saw a mixture of hopelessness and hatred rolled into one. While Cormag battled a man wielding an axe, the second man attacked.

Pulling a pair of knives from his boots, he moved to strike from a distance.

Narrowing his gaze, he took aim at Cormag.

“Cormag! Behind you!”

Cormag shoved his sword into the belly of the man wielding his axe, then turned just in time to see the man take aim.

Working quickly, he ducked low just as the man lobbed his daggers.

Leaning forward, I tried to see what had happened, but then rough hands pulled me from the pedestal.

“I have her,” someone yelled.

Confused, I twisted, trying to get away from the grasp. Someone very large was holding my arms tightly behind me. I thrashed hard, catching a glance for just a moment. Duncal and the other guard members lay dead on the side of the hill.

“Gag and blindfold her,” a familiar voice said.

I looked around quickly to see Lord Alistair there. His face was marred with bloodstains, and his shoulder was clearly wounded.

“We must leave this place at once,” another familiar voice added.

My captor held me hard, but I jerked away long enough to turn to see.

“Rhys,” I whispered, aghast.

The Setantii chieftain stared at me, his lip curling in disgust. “Brigantes whore,” he swore at me.

I opened my mouth to speak but then felt a sharp blow on the back of my head.

A moment later, everything went dark.


CHAPTER 19
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“Let Ruith fight the Coritani,” I heard Alistair hiss as I slowly oriented myself. I had been blindfolded, my hands tied behind my back. “Once he learns we have Cartimandua, he’ll get over being angry with me.”

“That’s good news for you, but now the Votadini bitch Mael Muire is riding to protect Cam. What about me?” Rhys replied.

“If you think my uncle really cares about your little coup, then you really are a stupid twat,” Alistair answered. “All the same, if we keep the Brigantes distracted with negotiating for their queen, Venutiux and Vortigiux still have a chance to take the Setantii lands. Speaking of her majesty… Ox, go check her.”

I heard the shuffle of boots and the sound of a man’s heavy breathing. I could feel someone close to me. From his pungent body odor and the feel of his sheer size, I knew this was the man who had grabbed me.

“She’s still out.”

“Ox, you great oaf, you hit her too hard. By the gods, if you killed her, I’ll kill you. Take Ori and check the perimeter. It’s nearly nightfall. We’ll head off once it’s dark.”

The big man shuffled off, but Alistair drew near.

“Queen Cartimandua?” he asked. He must have knelt because I heard his armor jangle.

I didn’t move.

“Cartimandua?”

I didn’t react.

He sighed heavily. “Don’t die on me, Queen Cartimandua. Your Coritani allies attacked my rear. This was the only way to turn the tide,” he said, then rose again.

“You should just kill her and be done with it,” Rhys told him.

“Not much to bargain with if she’s dead,” Alistair replied, then added, “You’d best start back soon. Your fair maiden will discover you’re missing. With the queen gone, it will raise questions.”

“My fair maiden…” Rhys huffed.

“Poor you, forced to play between a beautiful woman’s legs.”

“Gallmaul’s runt ruined that. She won’t open them up now.”

“Can you blame her?”

The pair then walked away, their voices fading.

All this time, Rhys had been playing his own game. I knew there were still sects of Setantii who wanted to throw off the Brigantes yoke. Still, I never would have suspected the young warrior. He had seemed to honestly care for Ystradwel. But it had been a con. He had been looking for a way into power through her or other means. Apparently, the Carvetti had provided another option. Why bother with Ystradwel when Cuneda could place a loyal favorite in charge? But if Rhys believed Cuneda would let him play king, he really was a fool. Rhys may have deceived Ystradwel, but Cuneda had manipulated the young warrior.

Their voices retreated outside, and soon, I heard the sound of hoofbeats as someone rode off.

Lying in the darkness, I listened, trying to understand where I was. I knew I was on the hard ground. I moved my arm, feeling the scrape of stone beneath me. There was no breeze, and I caught the scents of loamy earth, the sharp tang of minerals, and felt the dampness. Somewhere in the distance, I heard water trickling.

I was in a cave.

Rubbing my feet together, I could feel they had not discovered the dagger hidden in my boot. Now, if only I could find a way to free myself.

But even as I thought it, my head felt woozy again. Whoever Ox was, he truly had hit me too hard. The space around me began to spin. I fought to stay conscious, willing myself to stay awake, but there was no use.

Once again, everything went dark.
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“Cartimandua, queen of the hollow hills, queen of the cold mountains…” a voice hissed at me from somewhere deeper within the cave. “Wake. Wake. The swordsmen have you,” he added, referring to the Parisii banner featuring a fighting man.

I opened my eyes but found I was still blindfolded, and I was still on the floor in the cave.

“Wake… wake…” the voice hissed again.

The little people of the hollow hills had come.

“Unbind me. Set me free,” I whispered.

“Free to flee into their blades. Free to flee into a dagger. If you try to flee, you will kiss their steel.”

They were right. I was one woman against a band of men. What could I do?

I closed my eyes. Knowing there would be a price to pay, I said, “Help me. Help me escape.”

There was silence.

“Honored ones of the hollow hills, you have my word that I will do all I can to protect your sacred spaces in the dark times ahead. Please, help me.”

“More.”

“What more?”

“To the queen of the hollow hills, we bow… To the queen of the cold mountains, we give our due. Protect the dark spaces, yes. Protect us from the gods of the eagle, yes. But more. You must pay the price for our help. More.”

“Name it,” I said, feeling desperation swelling within me. Alistair may think it wise to hand me to Ruith as a negotiating tool, but I knew better. Ruith would relieve me of my head and then negotiate with the Coritani. When that was done, he and Cuneda would come for the Brigantes. I would not be there to stop them. I would not be there to protect them, nor would I be there to protect my people when the eagle finally came ashore. I had one duty in this life: to protect the Brigantes. I had to act now. I had to escape before I fell into Ruith’s and Cuneda’s hands. “Name it.”

Behind me, I heard many whispering voices.

“You must be willing to sacrifice. You must give to the darkness if you are to receive.”

“We will all be sacrificed if I am gone.”

“Perhaps.”

“Name your price,” I whispered.

“A love or a crown,” a voice whispered in reply.

“What?” I asked aghast.

“A great reward requires a great sacrifice. That is our price. We will choose when to take our payment. We will come to your aid for now, but you must make payment in the end. A love or a crown.”

My heart pounded in my chest. The little ones dealt darkly. That was how they had retained their power in our world for so long. To traffic with them was to bleed. You lived or died at their will once you placed yourself in their hands. What was I willing to sacrifice, a love or a crown? There was only one crown on my head, and if I did not retain it, all failed. I failed. But a love… the little people of the hollow hills played with words. I could not guess their meaning. They could take something I loved or someone. There was no way to know which. But there was only one crown. And if I did not wear it, no one was left to protect my people.

“A love,” I whispered.

“So be it,” came the reply. A moment later, I felt the long claws touching my skin as bony fingers untied my blindfold and cut my hands free. It took a moment for my gaze to clear. My vision was still foggy from the bash on the head and the dimness of the space. All the same, I saw shadows—I saw them—moving about the cave. Then, the small fire in the cave went out.

I rose, wrenching off the last of the bindings, then pulled the dagger from my boot.

“We saw them in the valley below. They have a dog with them. They must have tracked us,” I heard one of the men saying as they approached the cave again.

“We need to move. Now,” I heard Alistair reply, fear in his voice, as he made his way toward the cave. “Ox, grab the queen. Dogen, ready the horses. Quickly.”

“Remain in the shadows,” one of the little ones whispered.

My dagger in my hand, my heart beating hard, I watched as the little people moved forward. I saw the silhouettes of their long, lanky frames, clawed hands, pointed ears, and long hair as they moved forward.

Three of the Parisii men entered the cave, the giant of a man with them.

“Lord Alistair, the fire is out and—” one of the men said in confusion. But his words were stopped short. A moment later, he let out a blood-curdling scream as the shadows swarmed over him.

“What’s happening in there?” Alistair barked to his warriors. “Are you mad? They will hear.”

But Alistair’s warnings were of no use. The little people attacked, grabbing the Parisii men, their teeth and nails flashing in the darkness. The men screamed in agonizing pain.

I stepped forward, a knife in hand, trying to see.

Alistair ran to the mouth of the cave.

Moonlight shimmered down on him.

“By the gods,” he whispered as he saw the scene. He stared, watching as the shadow men attacked the Parisii. But then, he spotted me.

“Lord Alistair! They’re upon us!” a man called in alarm from without.

Horrified, the Parisii lord rushed toward me. “You’re coming with me,” he hissed. “Now.”

I brandished my dagger before me. “No.”

“I have no time for this,” Alistair said, moving in fast.

Outside the cave, I heard the clashing of swords.

Alistair struck my hand hard, knocking the dagger from my grasp.

I hurried backward into the cave, away from him.

Outside, I heard a ruckus, and then…

“Cartimandua?” Cormag called into the cave. “Cartimandua!”

Alistair grabbed me, pulling me before him and setting a knife to my throat.

Cormag appeared at the cave entrance with a torch in one hand and a sword in the other. He was still covered in muck and blood from the battle. When he saw me, he froze.

“Back off, Crow, or I’ll slit her throat,” Alistair hissed at Cormag.

“Let her go,” Cormag growled.

Out of the corner of my eye, I saw movement in the shadows and heard whispers. Voices hissed to one another in a language not our own.

Alistair looked around. “What is that? Who is here?”

“You would dare touch a Brigantes queen?” I replied. “The mountains themselves come to life to protect me.”

“Release her. Now,” Cormag said again.

“Drop your sword, Crow,” Alistair said, looking around in the darkness. “Drop it and back off, or I swear by the gods, she will bleed!”

“Hail the Queen of the Hollow Hills, the Queen of the Cold Mountains, hail…”

“Wh-what,” Alistair whispered, looking around, trying to find the origin of the voices, his eyes wide.

“Now, Crow Prince!”

At that, I felt hands tug me away from Alistair. I stumbled and fell to the cave floor.

Cormag rushed into the cave, swinging his sword. With one fell swoop, he attacked. Alistair’s severed head hit the floor, rolling into the darkness.

Tossing his sword, Cormag rushed to me. “Cartimandua,” he said, grabbing me protectively. “Cartimandua, are you all right? Are you hurt?”

“No… No, I…” I said, my gaze going to the back of the cave. There, I saw the shadows of the little people. One of them lifted Alistair’s head.

Trembling, I said, “My thanks, my thanks.”

“Great queen,” the creature holding Alistair’s head said. He turned to Cormag, his yellow eyes shimmering. “Like the kings of old, to rise and fall as consort to Brigantia as the wheel makes a single turn. Our honor and blessings upon you, Crow Prince,” the creature said, bowing as he backed away, disappearing into the darkness, Alistair’s head with him.

Cormag and I were frozen as we watched them retreat.

When they were gone, Cormag turned to me.

“Cartimandua,” Cormag said, looking at my face. “There is blood here,” he said, touching my forehead. “Have they harmed you?”

“A blow to the head, but otherwise, all right.”

“The hills came alive to fight with you.”

Not wanting to think of my bargain, I merely nodded. “Help me up.”

Cormag helped me to my feet. Outside, I heard the sound of voices, including Aeden, Conall, and Rhys.

My face contorted in rage.

“Carti, what is it?”

I grabbed my dagger and made my way out of the cave.

The Parisii who had captured me lay dead on the ground. A distance away, Cormag’s warriors, his dog, Aeden, Conall, and Rhys spoke together.

“Cartimandua,” Aeden said, relief in his voice. He turned to join me, but then we heard the thunder of horse hooves.

Cormag stepped in front of me.

There was a flash of red as Corva crested the hill.

Rhys turned to face the priestess who lifted her sword. With a swing of her blade, she relieved the Setantii traitor of his head.

“By the twin goddesses,” Aeden said, aghast.

“Priestess Corva,” Conall protested.

“Priestess?” Cormag called.

“Traitor,” I told them. “Rhys was a traitor. He was working with the Parisii.” But then, I was struck with a heavy dizziness and felt myself waver.

“Cormag,” I whispered, reaching for him. “My head…”

“I have you, my queen,” Cormag said, scooping me up. “I have you and will always come for you, Cartimandua. Always.”

And then, everything went black.


CHAPTER 20
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When I opened my eyes again, I was lying in my cot in my tent. The space was dim. I smelled the fresh scent of early-morning air. It was not yet dawn.

I heard Aeden’s, Andoc’s, and Cormag’s voices on the other side of the tent.

“They have pulled back to Kew,” Andoc was saying. “Two warbands have already withdrawn to reinforce the south. I suspect Ruith is afraid our queen will march to Brough.”

“As he should be,” I said, sitting up. I pressed my hand against my head, wincing lightly at the pain.

“My queen,” Corva said, rounding the privacy drape to join me, Cormag behind her.

“Carti,” Cormag added, coming to me.

“Help me up,” I told them.

“You should go slowly, Queen Cartimandua,” Corva said, but she lent me her hand. “You took a nasty blow to the head.”

“I should, but I will not.”

Cormag and Corva helped me rise.

“Carti?” Cormag asked, studying my face. “Are you all right?”

“My head aches, but I’m angrier than I am ill.”

I rejoined the others.

“My queen,” Andoc said, bowing to me.

“My queen,” Aeden echoed.

“Are you all right, Queen Cartimandua?” Andoc asked, concern plastered on his features.

“Well enough,” I said, then looked around. “Where is Ystradwel?”

“She is with the priestesses treating the wounded.”

“Was she told?”

Corva nodded. “Yes.”

“How did you discover it?” I asked the priestess.

“There was a whisper in the breeze, so I watched. I soon discovered skulking about. Exchanges of messengers. An abundance of Parisii coin. It became clear. I have done what I could to undo the damage, riding down the man Rhys sent west to tell his allies the queen had been kidnapped.”

“Ystradwel…” I said, my heart full of rage and sorry in one beat.

“My heart is sorry for the maiden, but this news is heavy. What Rhys knew of our plans has, no doubt, been fed to the enemy,” Andoc said.

“There is no saying what he has shared and with whom,” Aeden agreed.

“I must ask your forgiveness, my queen, but we sent a rider ahead to Chieftain Cam to tell him. You were not awake, and we feared he should be warned,” Andoc told me.

“You did well,” I told him. Where is Prince Eddin?” I asked, trying to keep my voice steady so as not to betray the worry in my heart.

“He is expected to return from the field any moment,” Aeden reassured me.

“And the others?”

Andoc sighed. “We have lost Chieftain Argenorix in the fighting, but the others are all right. As we hoped, our Coritani allies advanced from the south, forcing Ruith to split his army. The Parisii have abandoned Cayhou. Prince Cormag’s support turned the tide for us. We now hold the entire river valley.”

“Well done,” I said. “We must secure the fort then make ready to march west.”

“Yes,” Andoc agreed with a nod, “but we should not leave the lands you have won here unprotected. King Ruith is distracted for now, but he will not forget nor forgive the death of his nephew nor his losses here.”

“Nor will I forget his attack on Mydils or being knocked on the head and tossed on a horse like a sack of flour. The Parisii have gotten what they deserved. Ruith should count himself lucky I am not marching to Brough. If not for the trouble in the west, I would happily burn down the Parisii capitol.”

“I hope your mother knows the kind of queen she has agreed to let you wed,” Andoc told Cormag.

“She does. That is why she agreed,” Cormag replied, crossing his arms on his chest, a light smirk on his face.

The others laughed.

“We will speak to Chieftain Brennan. We can trust him to organize the men here and cover our rear,” I told Andoc, who nodded.

A moment later, I heard the sound of hoofbeats. Eddin rushed inside.

“Carti,” he called, pushing open the tent flap. Ignoring the others, he rushed to me. “By the twin goddesses, I just heard. Are you—are you all right?” he asked, embracing me.

I returned the gesture, but my mind bubbled up with a hundred confused emotions and the hyperawareness that Cormag was watching. I stepped back, set my hand on his cheek, then nodded. “I’m well. My head aches, but I am alive. The same cannot be said of Lord Alistair,” I said, then looked Eddin over. He was covered in blood. “Are you all right?”

“I am, but Cuneda is not,” Eddin replied.

“Then my vision was true. He’s gone?”

Eddin nodded.

“I saw…” I said, remembering for a moment the vision at the stones. “Before I was taken, I was at the stones. I saw a vision in the well there, you and Cormag fighting in the city.”

I turned to Cormag, who nodded. “Prince Eddin fought well. King Cuneda is defeated, and the prince is free of the Carvetti yoke.”

“With your help, Prince Cormag,” Eddin said, gratitude in his voice. “I will not forget.”

Cormag inclined his head to Eddin.

“May the twin goddesses be thanked,” I said. “Now, let us ride west. Cam is in more danger than he realizes. Aeden, the men?”

“We will rally them, my queen,” Andoc said.

“Let’s make sure Ruith recognizes the new boundary marker of Brigantes’ territory. We will do as our ancestors did. Take the heads of our enemies and let them stand sentinel on poles so the Parisii can see what will happen if they attack me again. King Cuneda can lead them in death as he did in life.”

“That will anger King Ruith,” Andoc cautioned.

“Good,” I replied.

“Let him see who Cartimandua is,” Cormag said. “When he learns, he will not tempt her ire again.”

Andoc nodded to him.

“I must see Ystradwel,” I told the others. “She will be… I must speak to her.”

“Thank the goddesses Rhys was not always with us in council. Try to learn from her what he knew,” Andoc said.

I nodded, then turned to Eddin. “We ride west now, my friend. Home. Make ready.”

Eddin smiled softly at me. “Queen Cartimandua.”

“And if the twin goddesses are with us, we will reach Cam before his enemies.”
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I made my way to the tent where the wounded were being treated. My head ached, but there was no time to delay getting west.

Corva joined me. “I have had Lord Rhys’s loyal men rounded up. What would you have done with them?”

“Execute them.”

Corva nodded. “And the rest of the Setantii?”

“I will speak to Ystradwel. She must address them.”

Corva nodded.

“I am grateful to you, Corva.”

“I’m only sorry I was not able to detect the source of the threat sooner.”

“The fact that you detected it at all… Perhaps you are faerie blood,” I told her with a light smile.

She gestured to her bad ear. “This ear hears what others do not want to hear.”

“You have my thanks.”

With that, the priestess bowed. “I will see to Rhys’s men,” she told me and then departed.

When I arrived at the tent, I found Ystradwel grinding herbs, her eyes focused on some point in the distance. When she saw me, she froze.

“My queen,” one of the priestesses said, joining me. “Can I be of assistance?”

“I will speak to Lady Ystradwel,” I told her but paused, adding, “but if you have something to take the ache off a bash to the head…”

The woman inclined her head to me and then retreated.

I joined Ystradwel, who paused her work.

“Lavender,” I said, looking into the mortar. “The air smells of it.”

Ystradwel nodded, her eyes barely holding back her tears.

“Oh, Ystradwel,” I said, pulling her close.

“I’m sorry,” she whispered. “I’m so sorry. Aye, Cartimandua, how many times can I fail you in this life?”

I pulled back, setting my hands on her shoulders, meeting her gaze. “You have failed no one. There is a sickness in this world that allows men to see women as pawns. But we are not merely creatures to be used to achieve another’s ends. No more of this. No more.”

“The priestess Corva ordered the men loyal to Rhys to be held, but the rest of the Setantii…”

“There will be confusion amongst your warriors, who have fought bravely to protect the Brigantes. Ystradwel, I know your heart is broken, but… I will not insult you and tell you that your heart will mend in time. But I can tell you that you have your people. You have their love. Rhys betrayed you, your father, and your warriors. By the grace of the twin goddesses, your father is still with us. But he will not always be so. Show your people you are there for them now. We will ride west. Ride at the head of your warriors. Speak to your retainers. Learn what you can of the disquiet amongst the Setantii. Did Rhys act alone or are there more disgruntled men out there? I cannot tell you how sorry I am for what has happened, but I can show you a way forward.”

Ystradwel nodded slowly. “You advise me rightly.”

“Anger will replace the heartbreak,” I told her gently. “But until then, I am sorry,” I said, embracing her again.

For so many years, this was the relationship I had wanted to have with Ystradwel…a friendship. Before the war, we played together when we were little girls. I had memories of us chasing one another and laughing. But all of that had died with Cam’s rebellion.

Now, death and despair worked hard to reunite us once more.

The rebellious element of the Setantii needed to be subdued quickly, and Cam would likely not live until the end of the year. Soon, there would only be Ystradwel. As queen, it was my duty to ensure her loyalty and that of her tribe. But more than that, so much more than that, I wanted the bond between us to be unbreakable.

Ystradwel nodded slowly. “I will clean up and go and speak with my people.”

“Would you like me to come with you?”

She shook her head. “The Setantii are proud. You know this too well,” she said, then laughed a little, sniffing as she wiped her eyes. “I will appeal to our tribal bond.”

I nodded.

She nodded. “Thank you, Cartimandua.”

With that, she removed her apron, and then departed.

A moment later, the priestess I had spoken to returned. “My queen,” she said, handing me a small pouch. “A pinch of this in warm water, well mixed, will ease the ache in your head.”

“Thank you. And thank you for all that you are doing here. Many lives will be saved due to the efforts of your hands.”

She bowed to me.

With that, I slipped the packet in my pocket and then turned to go, looking over the wounded once more.

I stood there for a long time, taking in the scene. I tried to sear the image in my mind. When I called my people to war, this was what it meant. Dying fathers and mothers, broken daughters and sons.

“Never take your duty lightly,” I heard Bellnorix’s voice echo from my memory. “By the word of monarchs, men live or die. Choose your words wisely.”

I will. I will…
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With the southern border protected by Chieftain Brennan, we rode out. I felt driven by the urgency to get west. If Mael Muire and the Novantae had already engaged the Carvetti, they would rely on us to reinforce them. That, along with the knowledge that Venutiux planned to land at Bell’s Harbor, made me wish I could fly across my lands like an arrow.

Our party moved off with great haste.

I had not listened as Ystradwel had spoken to her people, but as we rode out, she took the lead, riding at the head of her warband. I watched her as she rode past. She had redressed in leather trousers, a teal-colored tunic, and a jerkin, with a sword hanging at her side. Whatever she had said to the Setantii, it had worked. They rode behind her, their heads held high.

Corva reined in beside me, watching as the Setantii rode by.

“She did well,” Corva told me.

“You listened?”

“That is my job, my queen. To watch and listen.”

“I have faith in Ystradwel, but the Setantii… Their forced obedience to the Brigantes has always left a bitter taste in their mouths.”

“Yes. And it is still there. But many are wise enough to be bitter and comply, as Cam has modeled for them. Those not yet old enough to acquire wisdom… That is where Lord Rhys had appeal and is something Lady Ystradwel must manage carefully in the future.”

I frowned.

Corva smirked. “What can the Setantii say now, my queen? You ride west at the head of a large army to protect them from an oncoming assault. You have gathered your allies to defend them. If I were Setantii, I would be feeling grateful. Not only because you have chosen to protect them amidst betrayal but also because you have not taken all their heads, as you did to the Parisii. Something you should not hesitate to remind them of, if needed.”

I chuckled. “I will keep your advice in mind.”

We watched as Eddin rode past alongside Aeden and Aerin, the three laughing.

The men inclined their heads to me, Eddin giving me a soft smile.

“I am seeing the past come home and the future unfold,” Corva said, her eyes on Eddin.

“May Brigantia and the Cailleach let it be so.”

“You will not simply take the Dardani lands for yourself? Make them part of the Brigantes?”

I paused for a long moment, then turned and looked at her. “You said your job is to watch and listen. That said, I think you already know my answer and my reasons.”

Corva smiled lightly. “You are my queen. Your reasons are safe with me,” she said, giving me a reassuring look.

“Is it obvious?”

“No. I will not betray you, Cartimandua,” Corva said, then gestured with her chin to the Votadini who rode our way, Cormag at the front. “Just do not betray yourself.”

I bristled momentarily at her words, but she was right. The man who would be my husband was right there. It was time to look toward a new future.

“Thank you, Corva.”

“My queen.”

With that, the two of us went our separate ways, Corva joining Eddin, me joining Cormag.

I guided my horse alongside Cormag’s to find a massive dog trotting with us. The animal was lithely built with shaggy grey hair.

“He is as tall as a pony,” I said, gesturing to the animal.

“I hope you will not mind him,” Cormag told me. “He has been a constant companion since I found him abandoned as a runt.”

“A runt no more. My father had a dog like that once. He said they were good companions when deer hunting.”

“His name is Fergus,” Cormag said, smiling down at the animal who looked up at him when Cormag said his name. The dog’s tongue hanging from his mouth, he seemed to grin at Cormag.

I chuckled. “That is a look of love.”

“Yes,” he said, clicking to the dog whose ears perked up with interest. “You must tell me how you ended up in the cave.”

My heart clenched a little with a pang of guilt. My future husband was doing whatever it took to show me he would be a good husband. And I… I had been entertaining thoughts of another.

“In truth, I don’t remember much. I had gone with my guards to the henge. One moment, I gazed into the well, seeing you and Prince Eddin on the field. A moment later, I took a blow to the head and woke in a cave.”

“The twin goddesses have gifted you with sight. If you were a common girl, you would become a priestess.”

“Are you saying I’m uncommon?”

“Irrefutably.”

“If only they had shown me that I was about to be attacked,” I said with a wink.

Cormag laughed.

“How did you find me?”

Cormag gestured to Fergus. “I had help,” he said with a soft smile, but then his expression grew serious. “I was tending to one of my men’s injuries when I was suddenly struck with the sense that you were in danger. I cannot explain it. I went looking for you, only to discover the priestess Corva had already realized something was wrong. It was not long after that when we discovered you were missing. With Fergus’s and Corva’s help, we tracked you.”

“I do not have the words to properly thank you.”

“You will be my wife. It is my job to protect you from all harm. However, it seems you are not without resources.”

My mind returned to that moment with the creatures of the hollow hills. They had bargained darkly. I felt the weight of it on my heart. I didn’t know what I had sacrificed to save myself and my people at that moment, but I knew I would pay the price one day. And when I did, I would regret it.

As children, we were warned not to traffic with the little people of the hollow hills. Every servant I knew made a sign to ward away darkness when they saw shadows move. But it was Bellnorix who revealed more. We were in the great hall when he heard one of my maids cautioning me against the dark ones.

“They will suck you into their world and eat you whole, gnawing down to your very bones,” the woman had said, half in jest.

“Nonsense,” Bellnorix grumbled in annoyance. “You have nothing to fear from those dark things in the hollow hills, Cartimandua. You are Brigantia to them, mother and queen. They are your subjects. All those in Brigantes lands bow to you.”

“Even them?” I asked.

“Even them,” he replied sternly. “You will be the queen of the mountains. Do not forget.”

As the memory faded, I thought about Bellnorix’s words. I was their queen. They had no business making bargains with me. But they had, and in a moment of panic, I had complied. The little people had saved me because I was their queen. I was thankful for that. But what had I bargained in exchange?

“The rulers of the Brigantes rule all the people in our lands,” I told Cormag. “Our mountains are ancient, and so are those who reside within them. They honored you as king consort. You, too, will be charged with caring for those who reside deep in the mountains.”

“I am grateful to the ancient ones of the hills for protecting you.”

“As I am to you for coming for me.”

“I will always come for you, Cartimandua,” he told me honestly. “From this day, until my last,” he said, reaching for my hand.

The gravity of the sincerity in his eyes made my heart beat hard.

Despite it all, a new future was unfolding for me. And regardless of my mixed feelings, I was excited to see what would come.


CHAPTER 21
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We rode throughout the day, finally stopping to camp late at night. Although we all felt an urgency to continue, the warriors and horses needed rest. When Conall instructed the men to set up a tent for me, I urged him not to waste precious time.

“The men should rest. I can sleep under the stars as well as anyone else.”

“Perhaps Lady Ystradwel—”

“I agree with the queen,” Ystradwel told him firmly. “I will not waste time in the morning to break down a tent. I must get to my father.”

Conall looked at me one last time for confirmation.

“I’m certain.”

“Very well. But we will see you well-guarded,” he reassured me. And this time, I caught the tone of his voice. In it, I heard a pang of guilt.

“Conall, it is not your fault that the Parisii reached me.”

“I am charged with your safety, my queen. It is my singular duty. In that, I failed you.”

“I am very sorry for the loss of the men assigned to guard me, but you were not there. You cannot blame yourself.”

Conall frowned. “Let me at least bank up the fire for you and Lady Ystradwel.”

I inclined my head to him and let him attend to the matter. It was a small thing, but if it helped him feel better, there was no harm in it.

I turned to Ystradwel, who was looking out at the mountains in the distance. The great black hills sat draped against a skyline of dark blue sky and silver stars.

“Ystradwel?”

“Cuneda is dead, but I still hear his threats… What if he knew something we did not? What if someone inside the Setantii plans to assassinate my father?”

“Cuneda’s words were spoken out of anger. And with your father’s failing health…” I did not finish the sentence. With her father’s failing health, assassinating Cam would be pointless. He would soon be dead. Ystradwel was the true obstacle that Rhys had already tried to outmaneuver.

“But if the Carvetti reach my father first…”

I took her hand. I would not tell her again not to worry. Had it been my father, I would have felt the same. “We will ride at first light. Mael Muire and King Merod are already on their way.”

She nodded.

“And may the great selkie queen protect the shores of the Setantii.”

Ystradwel gave me a soft smile. “We call her Chlíodhna, goddess of the sea, love, beauty, and the merrow folk.”

“Then may Chlíodhna sing all Carvetti to their watery deaths.”
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Fire rings bloomed like blossoms across the field as the men cooked their meat, drank, or settled in for the night. Conall’s men had made camp at the top of the mountain. The warriors camped on the slopes and in the valley below.

I walked to the edge of the camp and looked down over those gathered there. I could hear their laughter in the wind. They had won the battle and secured the eastern coast. I was grateful.

I felt someone draw near behind me, and a moment later, soft hands placed a cape on my shoulders.

“The air is cool,” Cormag said, gently adjusting the wrap, then came to stand beside me.

I pulled the cloak tight around me, suddenly enveloped by his scent.

We looked down at the men.

“Every choice I make affects them. I sent them to war against the Parisii. Many husbands, mothers, sons, brothers, and sisters will not return home. Now, I march them west to fight against those who should be allies. Many of them will die.”

“Defending the tribe they love. Defending their people, their homes, their family’s future.”

“How easily it can all come undone. Ruith’s hunger for more. Cuneda’s petty jealousy. Look what all of it has wrought.”

“Mankind is easily persuaded to cause violence.”

“Worse is on the horizon. I have sent men into Gaul to see what is happening. We should know soon.”

“Rome.”

I nodded. “Rome.”

“I have shared the Cailleach’s whispers with my mother. Our priestesses, too, have seen signs of fire and blood on the horizon.”

I turned to Cormag. “I will be glad to have you with me,” I said, deeply feeling my words. What lay before us was so hard, so dark… The thought of bearing it alone felt heavy. I smiled softly at him. With Cormag, perhaps, it would not have to be so hard.

Cormag reached out and gently stroked my cheek. “You should rest, Cartimandua. You have not yet recovered from your injury. I can see in your eyes that your head still aches.”

“Are you a healer, Prince Cormag?” I asked him, arching an eyebrow.

“No. Only…observant,” he said, then smiled lightly.

Clutching the cape with one hand, I touched the tree pendant Cormag wore. It was the prize for winning my father’s funeral games.

He glanced at it and then at me. “Having it is like having you close to me,” he said, taking my hand and placing a kiss thereon. He then led me back toward the camp. There, I found Ystradwel sleeping. Corva sat sharpening her knives. She inclined her head to Cormag and me.

She had been watching over Ystradwel.

“I will return after I see to my warriors. I will not be far if you need me,” Cormag told me.

“Your cloak…”

“Keep it. Do you need anything else, my queen?”

I shook my head.

“I will see you soon,” he said, then disappeared into the darkness.

I went to the mat laid out for me, then lay down, covering myself with Cormag’s cape. I gazed into the flames. My eyelids grew heavy. As I drifted toward sleep, my body felt strange, as if I was half within myself and half outside. As the fire crackled and popped, I saw strange glimpses of moments… I sat along the bedside of a dying woman with flaming red hair. Her unspeakable sadness moved me beyond words. When the image faded, another arose. My hands, covered in blood, shook with rage. From somewhere beyond me, I heard Eddin calling my name. Eddin… Sunlight shone in the open window casement of my bedroom in Rigodonum, shining on Eddin’s bare shoulder, his red hair illuminated by the sun’s rays, an adoring look of love and light on his face as he leaned in to kiss me.

The image so surprised me that I blinked hard. When I did so, my gaze cleared, and I was once more beside the fire. But across from me, I spotted Eddin on his own mat. He was staring at me.

I met his gaze, holding it for a long time.

Since Cormag arrived, there had been no time for words between us, but there was no need.

I could see in his face that Eddin knew the truth. I would marry Cormag, and whatever was struggling to come to life between us could never be.

Eddin gave me a soft smile, then turned on his back, facing the stars.

It could never be.

And if it could never be, why had I seen Eddin in my bed?
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Early the following day, I woke to find the sky a pale shade of violet-grey. In the distance, I heard the men beginning to awaken. I turned to find Cormag sleeping not far from me. He had fallen asleep facing me. His expression looked peaceful, his long dark lashes lying on his cheeks.

I lay there a moment, looking over the markings on his skin.

A son of the Cailleach.

Soon to be my king…

Not Eddin…

I would be married to the Votadini, whom the little ones of the hollow hills had called the Crow King, like a king of old.

I closed my eyes and willed my mind to be quiet. Today, I would not think of my heart. I would think of my warriors. I would think of their lives, their futures, their families. Today, I would do what I needed to do to protect them and my tribe.

Rising slowly and quietly, I placed Cormag’s cloak over his shoulders.

He exhaled deeply in his sleep but did not stir.

I rose to find Ystradwel speaking in low tones to Conall as she readied her horse. Below, the sounds of the men rising grew louder. It was still dark, but the time had come once more.

“Queen Cartimandua,” Conall said, giving me a short bow. “Well met. Andoc has just risen,” he said, looking over my shoulder. “I will wake Prince Eddin and Prince Cormag. We will sound the horn momentarily.”

I nodded to him. “Thank you,” I said, then turned to Ystradwel.

“Soon, we will ride,” I told her.

She nodded. “Yes.”

“And may the gods show the Carvetti no mercy because I will not.”

“Not even to Prince Venutiux?” Ystradwel asked, a low tone in her voice. “Cartimandua, I know there was long an affection between you. A difficult choice may await you.”

“Venutiux is Princess Alys’s problem, not mine. My concern is my people.”

Ystradwel nodded, then looked over my shoulder.

I followed her gaze to see Cormag stirring.

“I woke in the middle of the night and could not sleep. He was awake. He did not sleep half the night. He watched over you,” she told me. “My heart is heavy. The future is taking shape and not one I was expecting,” she said then exhaled a shuddering breath. “We will see what becomes of us on the other side of this war.”

A few moments later, the warhorn sounded.

“For all the difficulties we have faced, may the future be a good one,” I told her.

Ystradwel nodded.

Within the hour, I was atop Branagán once more.

I rode to the top of the hill and watched as the men marched out. The black-and-white banner of the Brigantes fluttered in the breeze behind me. A few moments later, Cormag joined me, the blue crow banner of the Votadini on our other side.

Seeing us there, the men elbowed one another.

As they passed, they bowed.

“All hail the Crow King,” I said, looking at Cormag.

He gestured to his own warband making its way by. “All hail the Queen of the Hollow Hills. Let’s ride.”


CHAPTER 22
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When we arrived at Bell’s Harbor, an eerie calm had taken over the port city. The teal-colored banners, the image of the sea goddess thereon, snapped in the breeze. Men stood sentinel, watching our approach.

When we neared the gates, I heard someone call, “The queen! It’s the queen!”

A moment later, the gates to the city swung open, revealing a heavily defended port.

Old Cam appeared from the crowd. His walking staff supporting him, he stepped out in front of those gathered to meet us.

I eyed the warriors surrounding the chieftain. Many were simple farmers wielding old weapons. But amongst them was also a fierce-looking warband. They were not Setantii. They were Cornovii.

The Cornovii, a warlike tribe south of Setantii lands, had always been an ally to Cam’s people. My father always said that we would have lost in our war with Cam if the Cornovii had not been at war with another tribe when Bellnorix took the Setantii’s lands.

It seemed that the alliance still held. Old Cam must have requested help when Ystradwel’s messenger arrived.

Part of me was grateful for Cam’s ingenuity.

He was still a force to be reckoned with.

But he had also just placed me in a position where I now owed the Cornovii, which was something I did not want with my whole heart. The Cornovii was a tribe constantly at war with itself. Cam had brought the Brigantes into their civil war by calling them to his aid. But could I blame him? He was expecting an attack on two fronts. What would I have done in his place?

“Queen Cartimandua,” Cam called in a bold voice. “I greet you in Chlíodhna’s name,” he said, gesturing to his banner that depicted the sea queen. “You are welcome in Bell’s Harbor,” he said, his gaze then going to Cormag, “as is Prince Cormag, or are you king consort now?”

“Chieftain Cam,” Cormag said, bowing in his saddle to him. “The goddesses have not yet given me my queen’s hand, but I am honored to meet you again.”

Cam inclined his head to Cormag, then turned to Ystradwel.

“Daughter,” he said, a look of relief crossing his features.

Ystradwel said nothing, merely dismounted, then went to hug her father. Tears streamed down her cheeks. She wiped them away before she pulled back so her father would not see.

“I received your messengers,” Cam told Ystradwel. “Come. Come, my queen, honored chieftains, let’s retire, and we will tell you what we have learned.”

I gestured to the chieftains to follow.

When I did so, I caught Eddin’s gaze.

He had a strange expression, as if he were warring with a hundred emotions at once.

“Eddin,” I called gently.

My voice seemed to break his thoughts. He met my gaze. And in that moment, I saw a mix of heartbreak and hope. He blinked, forcing the thoughts away, then nodded to me.

We followed Cam down the narrow, stone-lined streets of Bell’s Harbor to the chieftain’s house. The ancient village was situated along the shore and around a harbor where ships sat docked. Narrow paths wove between the buildings. We passed a square where two ships were being constructed, the raw wooden frames on display. I could smell the tang of the freshly sawed wood and the salty sea air and the light scent of fish. Barrels, nets, traps, and fishing equipment sat about in plenty. But there were also signs of wealth here. Cam traded frequently with those in the Éire and beyond. Bell’s Harbor was a city with money, as Bellnorix knew well.

Ystradwel walked with her father, the pair of them speaking in low tones as they went.

I looked up at Cormag, who was surveying the situation.

“Did you know he had called in the Cornovii?” Cormag asked in a low tone.

I shook my head.

“It should not have been done without your approval.”

I inclined my head to him.

We followed Cam to a large, round stone structure. The roundhouse was set off from the rest of the village and was walled off from the other buildings. Within the compound were many other small roundhouses. The chieftain’s compound was far more extensive than those held by my other retainers. Which was, of course, because Cam was not a chieftain. He was a king.

We entered the roundhouse behind the others. Cam led us to the dimly lit meeting room. The room smelled of the whale oil burning in the braziers. A long table sat in the center of the space. On it, Cam had laid a map and several tokens.

Another man rose when we entered. From his colors, I could see he was Cornovii.

He stepped forward when he saw me.

“Queen Cartimandua?”

I inclined my head to him.

“I am Chieftain Broin of the Cornovii.”

“Chieftain.”

“You must forgive me, Queen Cartimandua,” Cam said. “When I received Ystradwel’s messenger about the ships, I acted quickly to protect the people. With my warriors fighting the Parisii, I asked Broin to come to your aid here.”

“I am grateful. I must thank King Ord for his assistance.”

At that, the chieftain shifted awkwardly. “I am afraid I do not answer to King Ord anymore, Queen Cartimandua. Our people have fractured. In the north, we now bend our knees to King Aengus.”

I turned to Cam, holding his gaze.

After a moment, Cam looked away.

I turned back to Broin. “Then I have King Aengus to thank.”

Chieftain Broin nodded.

As I had feared… Now, I was obligated to a new king due to Cam’s request. Cam had decided to protect his people and lands when war was on its way. Still, the ramifications extended beyond the Setantii lands to the Brigantes. As always, Cam thought about the Setantii first and the Brigantes second.

“There is news from the north,” Cam said, pointing to the map. “The elder Carvetti prince, Vortigiux, began his march south. He reached the old Dardani lands when Mael Muire took him by surprise. His army retreated behind the walls of old Eddin’s fort,” he said, then looked at Eddin. “He is encamped there amongst the Dardani but is now besieged. The Novantae have moved in to reinforce Mael Muire.”

“They have not yet broken the line?” Eddin asked.

Cam shook his head. “Your stronghold is as ancient as the stones in our mountains, Young Eddin.”

“And by sea? What news?” Andoc asked.

“Nothing yet, but we have watchmen all along the coast. The beacons will be lit as soon as they are spotted. Prince Venutiux will not find his approach to Bell’s Harbor so easy.”

“What do you mean?” I asked.

“We have ways of protecting ourselves, my queen. Traps set on the water.”

“Assuming he seeks to make shore here,” Andoc said.

“Cuneda all but told Cartimandua his plan,” Aedan replied.

“News of the Carvetti king? Retreated to Brough, I suppose, with his tail behind his legs,” Cam said.

“Not quite,” I replied. “Prince Eddin relieved the king of his head and left him to stand sentinel on my new border.”

Cam looked surprised. “He’s dead?”

I nodded.

“And Ruith’s nephew?”

“Also dead,” I replied. “And here, Cam. What have you done about Lord Rhys’s people?”

“I have taken his family and those known to be loyal to him into custody for questioning. I will have my answers soon enough,” Cam said in a severe tone of voice. His gaze turned to Ystradwel. “He will pay for the game he has played.”

“May the gods hear your words,” I said then looked back at the map.

“How many Carvetti have taken refuge in the Dardani fort?”

“Mael Muire took a good bite out of the Carvetti forces before they could retreat behind the walls. She attacked in the night. They were not expecting her. Half of the men who rode from Carvetti lands, if not fewer.”

I stood looking down at the map for a long time, my mind whirling as I studied the tokens and considered the options. And then, I smiled.

“What is it, Carti?” Eddin asked.

I looked up at him. “I have an idea.”


CHAPTER 23
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After a short rest, we prepared to ride out.

While the others made ready, I gestured for Old Cam to step aside with me.

“Our Cornovii friends should cover the rear here in case Prince Venutiux appears on the horizon,” I said, gesturing to the harbor.

Cam nodded. “You must forgive me, your majesty. I acted without your consent.”

“Yes. You did,” I said. “With your thoughts on what was best for the Setantii.”

Cam tipped his head to the side and nodded.

“Not with your thoughts on what is best for the Brigantes,” I added.

“Queen Cartimandua—”

“You have now allied our entire tribe with one side in a civil dispute amongst the Cornovii.”

“It is the right side, my queen.”

“That is not for you to determine.”

Cam inclined his head to me.

“When this is done, you will tell me everything you know about the Cornovii troubles now that you placed our game piece on their board,” I said, trying to keep calm. We would have had a different conversation if the old man had not been so close to his death.

“My queen—”

“You will advise me on the shape of that game so that in the future I know how to support the future chieftain of the Setantii.”

“My queen, about that, I had hoped to discuss—”

“What is there to discuss? Ystradwel is your heir. She will remain here with you when this mess is finished. She will learn from you all she must know. And in the future, I hope she will be a collaborative chieftain who looks out for the best for us all.”

“Yes, Queen Cartimandua,” Cam said, struggling to hold back his emotions—both surprise and, I thought, some regret.

“The players on the field have changed, Cam. We cannot continue to play the old game. Neither of us. The future of the north depends upon it,” I said firmly, meeting and holding his gaze.

“I understand, Queen Cartimandua.” And I could see by his expression that he did. The old man was not long for this world. From his thin, bent frame to the rheumy cloudiness in his eyes to his yellowing pallor, I could feel the shadow of the Otherworld upon him. But in his haste, he had now made promises that would hamper both Ystradwel and me long after he was gone.

“Good. Send word at once if the ships are sighted. In the meantime, let me see if my gambit will work.”

“My queen.”

With that, I joined the others, mounting Branagán once more. I reined in my horse beside Eddin, who was sporting a new look. He had cut off his long locks, his wavy strawberry-blond tresses now cut short on the sides, a mop of curly hair remaining at the top.

“Eddin,” I said in surprise, reaching out to touch his short hair.

“I made a sacrifice to the gods,” he told me.

“It suits you,” I replied, giving him a supportive smile and willing the clenching feeling in my stomach to be silent. I pulled my hand back. “Have you spoken to Aeden?”

Eddin nodded. “Let’s hope he is as spry as we were as children.”

I smiled softly at him. “It will work.”

He nodded slowly. “It will work.”

“Sound the horn, then, King Eddin,” I said, gesturing to his belt.

“Carti,” he replied, his voice wavering.

I reached out for his hand and squeezed it. “Sound the horn, Eddin.”

At that, Eddin gave me a soft smile, then pulled his horn from his belt and blew. Behind us, the men began to fall in line as we prepared to ride out.

Cormag joined us.

He looked at Eddin, his gaze going soft. I could see then that Cormag saw Eddin but also something more. A vision?

“It has been many years since the king of the Dardani has taken to the field,” Cormag said. “I wish you great success, King Eddin. May those you love always be safe and protected in your care.”

“Thank you, Prince Cormag,” Eddin said humbly.

I could see in Eddin’s face that he was struggling with his emotions. The Votadini prince was a good man who deserved honor and respect. Whatever feelings had tried to blossom to life between Eddin and me had no place in this world, in this lifetime. Eddin, too, was an honorable man. Now that the marriage pact between Cormag and me was agreed upon, Eddin would not speak of his affection for me again. I would soon be another man’s wife. Eddin would not dishonor either of us by intruding.

“Let us all be friends and allies,” Eddin added, looking from Cormag to me.

I gave him a gentle smile.

“Yes,” Cormag said with a nod. “May the twin goddesses let it be so.”

And with that, we rode out to face whatever nightmare the Carvetti had unfolded.
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We found a battle underway when we arrived at the fields surrounding the cliffside Dardani fort of Barrow. Queen Mael Muire’s, King Merod’s, and Chieftain Maelgwyn’s warriors worked hard to break the Carvetti hold on the fort but to no avail.

Andoc joined Cormag, Eddin, and me.

“My queen,” Andoc said, then turned to Eddin with a grin. “King Eddin.”

I turned to Cormag. “Will you send your men? Ask your mother, Maelgwyn, and King Merod to withdraw and regroup with us.”

Cormag nodded, gestured to his men, and then rode out.

“Will this work, Carti?” Eddin asked me.

“There is only one way to find out.”

We heard a horn sound a retreat a short while later. There was a flurry of activity as the Votadini and Novantae withdrew from the assault on the fort, falling back to join us.

From within the fort, I heard the ringing of an alarm bell.

“We have been sighted,” Eddin said.

We waited for a time as the warriors rejoined us. Emerging from the rest, Cormag, Mael Muire, and King Merod reunited with our party.

Corva appeared as well, a bundle in her hands.

I looked from it to her.

She winked at me.

To my surprise, High Priestess Môd was with her.

“High Priestess,” I said, bowing in my saddle to her.

“Queen Cartimandua,” she replied. “I was with Mael Muire’s army. They are encamped along the ridge.”

“I understand that I have you to thank for getting word to Mael Muire.”

“We priestesses have our ways,” she said with a sly grin, then turned to Eddin. “Welcome home, King Eddin.”

“Thank you, High Priestess.”

“May the twin goddesses be with you this day. We will see you in your seat before sunset.”

“As they will,” Eddin replied.

Môd merely inclined her head to him.

“Queen Mael Muire, King Merod,” I called, “you have my most humble thanks and endless gratitude for what you have done here.”

“We chased them south into Mael Muire’s net,” Merod told me. “Those who survived her people slipped through and into old Eddin’s fort. The fort is strong. There is a reason it has held all these years. We sieged them all morning to no effect,” King Merod told me.

“My son tells me you have an idea to liberate the fort,” Mael Muire told me, looking from me to Eddin.

“Let’s hope it’s a good one,” I replied. “If not, I have many warriors. We will succeed one way or another.”

Mael Muire smiled in reply.

“And Cuneda? What of him?” King Merod asked.

“Dead,” Eddin said tersely.

“Young Eddin,” Kind Merod said with a laugh. “By the gods, I am glad to see you on this field.”

“Queen Cartimandua has freed me from the Carvetti chain.”

Merod laughed. “Good. Cuneda is dead. Now let’s see what we can do about his deplorable sons.”

“Tell us, Cartimandua,” Mael Muire began. The queen was sweaty and mud-splattered, evidence that she had fought with her people in the field. “What now?”

I grinned at her. “All wooing begins with a simple request.”
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With our collective warbands following us, King Merod, Queen Mael Muire, Prince Cormag, and I took to the field.

The banners of the Votadini, Novantae, and Brigantes fluttered in the air.

Steeling my nerve, I rode ahead of the others, Môd and Corva alongside me.

In a strong voice, I called, “Prince Vortigiux! Come and face your betters.”

There was a communion on the rampart, and a few moments later, Vortigiux appeared. He appeared rumpled and sleepless, a long beard having grown in. He had an agitated expression on his face. For so many years, I had imagined being a sister in marriage to this man. I had envisioned our children playing together. In truth, I liked Vortigiux. But none of that mattered now.

“Queen Cartimandua,” Vortigiux called. “You are not welcome in Carvetti lands.”

“These are not Carvetti lands,” I retorted. “These are Dardani lands. Surrender, Vortigiux, and I may yet spare your life.”

He laughed. “Why would I do that?”

“Because the Parisii rebellion has been defeated, your father is dead, and your brother’s plans are uncovered,” I said, then paused, letting the words seep into his heart.

Even from a distance, I could see his posture shift.

“Venutiux’s ships will sink in the Setantii harbor. Nothing but fire and iron await them. I have enough warriors at my back to take this fort ten times over. So, I tell you again, surrender now on your people’s behalf. Perhaps there is still some way to come to an accord without more Carvetti blood being spilled.”

Vortigiux stood there momentarily, then called back, “No. Remove yourself from my lands.”

With that, he turned in an angry huff and began shouting instructions to his men.

I turned to Corva and nodded.

The red-caped priestess rode forward. She lifted the short carnyx from her small bundle and set it to her lips. The hollow sound echoed across the landscape, vibrating as it echoed against the fort walls. The sound made my skin rise in gooseflesh. She blew again, the animal-like music causing everyone on the field to grow quiet.

On the rampart, Vortigiux looked out once more.

Eddin rode forward.

A bannerman joined him. Lifting a pole, they unfurled the Dardani banner.

The faded green pennant with its purple thistle, which Cam had found in his stores, was old and frayed. But as the sunlight hit the banner, it seemed to shimmer. The pennant shook in the breeze.

His reddish hair glimmering in the sunlight, his banner snapping overhead, Eddin coaxed his horse forward.

“Dardani,” Eddin shouted in a firm voice. “I, Eddin, son of Eddin, call to you! Dardani, your king is on the field. Open the gates! Dardani warriors, merchants, smiths, shoemakers, fishwives, healers, and maids, I call to you now. Rise, people of Barrow. Rise! Throw off the yoke of the Carvetti. Take the fort. Slay our enemies. Be free once more. Open the gates!”

At first, there was silence. And then, we heard it. From within the fort walls, we heard rallying cry after rallying cry.

The bell inside the fort rang.

The sound of rebellion echoed across the valley.

Eddin rode back to us.

“Let’s ride,” he told Mael Muire, Cormag, and Merod.

Mael Muire nodded, and then Cormag and Merod began shouting to their warriors.

Eddin turned to me. “Carti, for your safety, withdraw with the priestesses until we clear the fort.”

I nodded to him. “Fight well, King Eddin.”

“Queen Cartimandua,” he said, then turned to the warriors. “With me!”

At that, I turned Branagán and got out of the way of the warriors, joining Corva and Môd as the warriors rushed past, hurrying toward the fort where a fierce battle was soon underway. With the rebellion within the fort distracting them, the Carvetti warriors who manned the walls did what they could to repel an outward attack, but our warriors now swarmed the walls.

My breath caught in my throat when the fort opened. Inside, it was madness. Everywhere I looked, I saw the clashing of swords.

I scanned the field, searching for Eddin or Cormag, but both were lost in the fray.

I rolled my shoulders back and waited, and waited, and waited.

Great Cailleach, be with Eddin. Be with Cormag.

Mother Brigantia, be with them. Protect them.

After what felt like an eternity, a horn sounded within the fort.

I recognized the sound.

It was Eddin’s.

Following it, a great cheer rose up.

I looked at Corva.

“The Dardani horn,” she said.

We watched and waited. Very soon, a beautiful sight unveiled itself as an emerald-green banner with an amethyst-colored thistle unfurled over the wall.

I exhaled deeply. “Long live the king.”


CHAPTER 24
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We rode into the fort to discover the destruction caused by the fierce battle between the Dardani citizens and the Carvetti warriors. Carts upended, buildings on fire, and warriors and commoners lay dead on the ground. But there was more.

Voices lifted in celebration.

Tears of joy.

Riders had raced from the fort, carrying the Dardani banner, to inform the local farmers and retainers that the Dardani were free once more.

I arrived at the fort to be met by Mael Muire.

“Queen Mael Muire,” I said, dismounting to meet her. She was using a wet cloth to clean the blood from her hands. “May the Cailleach be thanked that you are well.”

“I am well, Queen Cartimandua. And the fort is restored to its owner,” she said, then met my gaze. “I would have thought the Brigantes would absorb this piece of land rather than handing it back to its bloodline.”

“My father was wise, but his choices regarding the Dardani were not the same as I would have made.”

“And will you make the same choice for Old Cam, whose daughter is your maid, by liberating the Setantii?”

“Cam made war upon the Brigantes. My people died due to his vain efforts. The Setantii will remain as they are. The Dardani, on the other hand, are allies.”

“Clearly,” Mael Muire said, but I caught a tone in her voice. “It is said amongst the others that you and King Eddin are friends of old.”

“Yes.”

“Hmm,” she mused, then returned to cleaning her hands. “I have given you my son and the future of my tribe in good faith, Queen Cartimandua.”

I steeled myself against her words. My love for Eddin was not her concern; I had not broken my promises. “I have kept that faith, Queen Mael Muire, and am honored by your trust in me.”

“Good. Come, let’s drink,” she said, tossing the rag aside and draping her arm around my shoulders.

Following the sound of cheers, Mael Muire and I made our way to the king’s roundhouse which sat on a cliff that overlooked the sea. Like my fort at Rigodonum, the king’s compound had been built into the natural landscape. The moment I walked inside, the smell took me back to when I was a child, chasing Eddin through the secret passages under the fort—passages unbeknownst to all but a few in Eddin’s family, and most certainly not known to the Carvetti.

Our knowledge of the secret entrances in the cliffside helped to turn the tide in the battle. Having briefed Aeden on the location of the secluded entrances, and giving him a map, we’d sent the chieftain in to attack in tandem from within the fort.

His signal to act was Corva’s carnyx.

Our ruse had worked.

Servants dragged Carvetti bodies from the king’s house.

At the center of the main feasting room, I found Eddin surrounded by many commoners, all eager to greet their king.

Spying me in the crowd, Eddin smiled. “Carti,” he called. “Carti! Queen Mael Muire! Come.”

The others stepped aside so the queen of the Votadini and I could pass.

Grinning, Eddin took mugs of ale from a tray and handed them to Mael Muire and me.

“Dardani,” Eddin called to the people. “Dardani!”

The people answered him in a fierce roar in reply.

“Raise your cups! Raise them high. To Queen Cartimandua and Queen Mael Muire. To King Merod! We are free once more. With salt in our veins, honor reigns!”

“With salt in our veins, honor reigns!”

At that, everyone cheered loudly, and then we all drank.

“Congratulations on your return, King Eddin,” Mael Muire told him.

“I am forever grateful to you, Queen Mael Muire. My lands may be small compared to the vast Votadini tribes, but it is home. And it is mine, at last, thanks to your help. Aye, gods. I could spit fire,” Eddin said, then pulled Mael Muire close, kissing her on the cheek, then doing the same to me.

I was stunned at first, but then Queen Mael Muire and I laughed, captured in the whirlpool of Eddin’s happiness.

“To King Eddin,” Mael Muire called.

“To King Eddin,” we all replied.

Eddin smiled. “Now, I must find my father’s torc, assuming Cuneda did not melt it, and have the blessings of the gods. But…” Eddin shook his head, at a loss for words. “I have buried the armor-bearer Vellocatux. May the name never be spoken again.”

“Eddin, where is Prince Vortigiux?” I asked.

“When the people rebelled, he retreated to the king’s house where Aeden found him. The kitchen staff helped Aeden sneak up on the Carvetti. Vortigiux is with the others waiting for the pyre.”

“Dead?”

“Dead.”

I nodded. “Good,” I said, but my hands trembled. Venu would land at Bell’s Harbor to find his entire family defeated. I clenched my mug harder. “Venutiux…”

“We will deal with him next,” Eddin replied through clenched teeth.

“And what will you do about Prince Venutiux, Queen Cartimandua?” Queen Mael Muire asked.

“Cam has barrels of oil waiting for Venutiux’s ships. Let’s see if he has a chance to use them,” I replied coldly but not all together openly. I did not like that Mael Muire was pressing me. She did not need to know my every thought, especially when I was unsure.

Cormag entered a moment later, smiling softly at the scene. “King Eddin, welcome home,” he said.

Eddin grinned widely at Cormag and then embraced him, catching Cormag off guard.

I chuckled.

“Aye, by the goddesses, it is good to be among friends,” Eddin said. “I have sent riders to the retainers. The Dardani are free of the Carvetti yoke.”

“My heart is full for you, Eddin,” I told him.

“Carti,” he said, looking only briefly at me. I could see from his expression that it was taking everything within him not to show them all how glad he was to share the moment with me, but it was not seemly. Mastering himself, he turned to cheer with Aeden, who just appeared from the back holding a round of bread and a mug of ale, a pretty kitchen lass at his side.

Cormag gestured for me to step aside with him. “My queen, there is great joy here, but we must consider the matter as a whole. Cam is under-defended in the south, and there is no certainty about Prince Venutiux’s destination.”

“Yes. You’re right. We should return to Bell’s Harbor.”

Cormag nodded.

“At first light? The warriors need rest.”

“Agreed. With your permission, I will speak to Chieftain Andoc and discuss the matter with him.”

He wanted to act as my king consort. We had not yet been wed, but he wanted to take his place. “Please. Thank you, Cormag.”

Cormag set his hand on his heart and bowed to me. “My queen,” he said, then departed.

Mael Muire leaned against a post and sipped her ale. “He is so much in love with you.”

“I am honored,” I replied, “and happy to return it in kind.”

“May the Cailleach watch over you, my daughter,” she said. “And keep you and those you love safe.”

“And you, Queen Mael Muire,” I said, tapping my cup against hers.

I was filled with gladness as I watched Eddin embrace the cooks, maids, and other attendants in the king’s house, kissing them on their cheeks and wiping their tears of joy.

With the Parisii defeated, the east was secure.

I had returned Eddin to his home.

And I had won the love of a good man.

I had many things to be grateful for.

And yet, as my mind shifted to Venutiux at sea, I began to feel tense. Killing Cuneda had been an easy thing. There was no loss of love there. While I lamented the death of Prince Vortigiux, his father had laid the path that had led to his demise.

But Venutiux…

Brigantia, guide my heart in the days to come.

“Cartimandua, remember, the heart is a liar.”
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That night, the Dardani crowded the king’s hall. There was music, feasting, and much celebration. Eddin was red-eyed and drunk before the moon was high in the sky. As much as I was overjoyed for him, I was also exhausted.

One of the young women who had served in the house, attending to the now-deceased chieftain Cuneda had placed there, led me to a guest chamber.

“It is small but cozy, Queen Cartimandua,” the girl told me.

I smiled when I entered the room. “I stayed here before as a girl,” I said. “My maid and I crowded into the bed together.”

The young, red-haired woman giggled. “And now you are here as a queen. Oh, Queen Cartimandua, we are all so grateful to the Brigantes. We cannot say how much it means what you have done here. You have given us back to ourselves. Now, I have warm water here, and we even opened some Roman wine that we hid in the caves below. There is a decanter of it here. Can I help you with your clothes or hair? I’m not a proper lady’s maid, but I have six sisters.”

I laughed. “Thank you. I’m well as I am. I only need a bit of sleep.”

“Very well, Queen Cartimandua.” At that, the girl curtsied to me and then departed.

I sat down on the small bed, my mind going back to when I was a girl of about seven. I had come to Barrow with my parents. My father had wanted to talk to Eddin about ships, and my mother had always been fond of Queen Aelith. The two queens had whispered and giggled together for hours in hushed tones. While they had been distracted, Eddin and I had many adventures through the secret passageways that led to the cliffs and beaches, the pair of us slipping away unnoticed.

I smiled, remembering those happy times before Cuneda had unmade their world.

With a heavy sigh, I lay on my back and stared at the ceiling. On the ceiling timbers overhead were boards engraved with images of seabirds, fish, and selkies. Everywhere in Rigodonum, my world was trimmed with stars. Here, the sea ruled.

Cormag was right.

We did not dare linger long, but a few hours of sleep…

I had no more thought of it when my eyes closed, and I was lost to a dreamless sleep.

So deep in my rest, I jumped when someone knocked on the door, nearly falling from the bed.

“Cartimandua?” a soft voice called.

Confused, I went to the door, opening it to find Eddin on the other side.

“Eddin?” I said, blurry-eyed.

“You were sleeping.”

I nodded. “I thought you would be face-down drunk in the hall by now,” I said with a light laugh.

He chuckled lightly. “No, I…” he said, then glanced at my guards.

I gestured for him to step inside, closing the door behind him.

“Cartimandua…” he said, the letters of my name slurring as he wavered on his feet.

“Eddin, you are drunk.”

“Yes,” he said, then laughed. “I will not… I will not stay, or say, or say and stay…” he began, then laughed. “I only came to say thank you. All the rest I will not say because you already know. You already know my heart. You already know all I want to say to you,” he stammered, choking on his words, “let it be felt without words…”

“Eddin…”

“I only wanted to say thank you,” he said, then reached for me but thought better, pulling his hand back. “Thank you, Carti.”

I nodded.

“Thank you,” he whispered once more, then turned and reached for the door handle, his hand missing the mark entirely.

Chuckling, I stepped close to him and then moved to open the door for him.

Eddin set his hand on top of mine.

“Carti,” he whispered, pressing his face against the side of my head, gently burrowing into my hair. “Carti,” he said again, a soft moan in my ear.

“The door, Eddin,” I said, moving his hand aside. I looked up at him, meeting his gaze. “I do feel it,” I whispered in reply. “Which is why I must bid you good night,” I replied, then opened the door.

Eddin met my gaze again, giving me a soft smile, then departed.

As he went, he began singing an old chantey I had forgotten until I heard him warble it. His father used to sing it to us to make us laugh.

“The king is lost in his cups,” one of my guards said with a chuckle. “It is good to see.”

“It is,” I said with a smile. “Good night, gentlemen.”

“Queen Cartimandua, Prince Cormag came awhile back. We informed him you were sleeping. He did not want to disturb you, but I thought you would want to know.”

“Thank you,” I said, then went back inside, closing the door behind me.

With a heavy sigh, I plopped down on my bed and then slid back under the covers, trying to think of no one, nothing, none of it.

Only wanting the darkness once more.


CHAPTER 25
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“Queen Cartimandua,” Conall called, knocking heavily on the door. “My queen.”

Although I was deep in my sleep, the urgency in his voice roused me.

“Cartimandua?”

I sat up. “A moment,” I said, trying to orient myself again.

But then, I heard the sound of horns blasting in warning.

Beyond the walls of the king’s house, I heard the sound of hoofbeats and men’s loud voices.

“Venu,” I whispered.

Rising, I hurried to the door and opened it, finding Conall waiting, a pensive expression on his face.

“Prince Venutiux?” I asked.

Conall nodded. “It is still night, my queen. He slipped into the harbor under the cover of darkness, evading detection along the coast. But he did not get ashore. His ships are burning. Aeden has taken the first wave of Brigantes men south. The others are preparing to depart now.”

“Let’s go,” I said, glad I had fallen asleep fully dressed, my boots still on.

Sleepy and dazed, I hurried back to the courtyard.

There, Cormag met me, Branagán’s and Shade’s leads in his hands. “I will ride with you. My mother is preparing the Votadini warriors to ride out now.”

“Thank you, Cormag.”

Everything was a flurry of confusion. Wherever I looked, I saw men, blades, horses, and torches. I reined Branagán close to Cormag, who gestured for me to follow him from the fort into the fields where the others were waiting. I found Andoc and Caradoc calling for the warriors to form up there.

Warhorns sounded.

The black-and-white banners of the Brigantes waved in the breeze.

Campfire rings were being doused in the fields beyond as the men made ready.

Venutiux… You have walked into a trap.

Mael Muire appeared, dressed once more for war. “And now we put an end to it,” she told me.

I inclined my head to her.

I turned, seeing Eddin ride from the fort with a contingent of men around him, his green banner hoisted.

Andoc joined me. “We are ready, my queen. We must make haste.”

I nodded to him. “Make the call.”

He sounded his horn, Mael Muire doing the same, and then we turned and rode out at a quick trot.

As we rode, the cool night air and the jostling of the horses cleared my mind. The ride south from Dardani lands would not take long. The shoreline had always been an area of contention; the Carvetti, Dardani, Setantii, and Brigantes all warred over it. But when this night was over…

Venutiux could very well die.

And as much as I hated how he had betrayed me, I did not wish death on him. Memories of the young man at his mother’s pyre washed through my mind. Like Eddin, he had lived under his father’s harsh tongue.

And now… Now he was battling for his life, likely unaware that his father and brother were dead.

We hurried south, following a road that trimmed the sea. It felt like we’d been flying when Bell’s Harbor appeared again. And this time, the waters were bathed in orange light.

“Cartimandua,” Cormag said, slowing his horse as we neared the city. “I will go with the warriors now. Please, stay with your guard until we know what we are facing.”

I nodded to him. “May the Cailleach keep you safe.”

“And you,” he told me. He sounded his horn, and he and his mother headed off, the Votadini warband behind them, the Brigantes following.

Not far behind them came Eddin and the handful of Dardani warriors—men who had served the Carvetti by force. He raised his hand to me.

I bowed in my saddle to him and then watched him ride off.

Corva appeared, reining in beside me. “My queen.”

“Now that the warriors have gone, let’s try to see the shape of this disaster.”

“You must keep some distance, my queen. If the city is overrun…” Conall warned.

“There,” Corva said, pointing to a small cottage with a vantage point above the harbor.

We rode to the cottage, getting a view of what was happening below. Thus far, the only things burning were the ships. And from what I could see, all the action was occurring at the harbor. That included men swimming in the burning water.

“The water is on fire,” Conall said, surprised.

“It’s the oil,” Corva replied.

Even from our perch, we could hear the men screaming.

“Conall…” I said, eyeing disaster unfolding below.

We watched for a time. At this distance, we could see some fighting along the shoreline, but more, I saw the Carvetti ships sinking. No men fled into the village. No army fought on the narrow streets.

The Carvetti were dead or dying.

I looked at Corva.

“If you wait here, an angry blade may determine the fate of the Carvetti,” she told me. “If Merod kills Venutiux, he will claim more than his share of the Carvetti lands. And as much as I honor King Eddin, he is bent on vengeance. Only our future king consort is there to speak on your behalf, but he does not yet wear the crown.”

I nodded. “Let’s go.”

We set off, carefully making our way into the village. Conall took us on a path that led us back to the king’s compound. Very soon, I was glad of his choice and Corva’s cautioning. A chorus of voices rose as a man was dragged, bound by his wrists, from the dock up the path to the king’s compound.

“Make way for Queen Cartimandua,” Conall called to the people, clearing a path so I could get through. “Make way!”

I hurried Branagán along, then dismounted.

The battle was done.

Cam and Ystradwel stood in the courtyard waiting as one of the Setantii warriors led a bloodied and bound Venutiux through the streets.

“Hang him!”

“Take his head!”

“Death to the Carvetti!”

The townspeople’s taunts rang in the air.

Mael Muire, Cormag, and Andoc followed behind Venutiux, other surviving Carvetti warriors being dragged behind them. I recognized several of the Carvetti chieftains.

I hurried forward.

As Venu was led along the street, he paused momentarily when he saw Eddin. The green banners of the Dardani billowed behind Eddin. Venutiux stared at Eddin for a long moment.

“Move, you,” the Setantii warrior said, yanking Venutiux forward.

A strong breeze blew down the mountain behind me, blowing my black cape around me as I appeared on the street before Venutiux.

Although his face was broken, he met my gaze.

I saw the flicker of terror that lingered behind his eyes, the scared boy I knew—and had once loved.

“Queen Cartimandua,” Cam called cheerfully. “My warriors deliver you a gift.”

“Take him inside. Keep the rest in the courtyard,” I said firmly then turned to Cam. “I will speak with the prince alone.”

Cam gestured to his man. “Take the prince to my meeting hall.”

“My queen,” Corva said, stepping close to me.

“Stay close.”

“Queen Cartimandua,” Conall whispered, gently taking me by the arm. “I know…” he began, then paused. “Mind what he says. He will seek to persuade you to do what is best for him.”

I nodded, then followed Venutiux and the Setantii into the king’s house.

When we arrived there, I watched as the warrior led Venutiux inside. He shoved Venu into a chair and then left.

I gestured to Corva to wait outside.

“I am here if you need me,” she said, then shut the door.

I stood silently for a moment, allowing Venutiux to catch his breath. Crossing the room, I lifted a pitcher, pouring us both mugs of ale. I set one before Venutiux, then reached down and pulled the dagger from my boot.

Meeting his gaze, I gestured to him to lift his hands so I could cut free his bonds.

He did as I asked.

I cut the ropes away with a jerk, then slid the dagger back into my boot.

Venutiux lifted the mug and drank thirstily.

Pouring a bit of water into a basin, I dampened a cloth and went to him again.

Venu set the mug aside.

I took his chin into my hands and gently cleaned the cut on his head.

“Your father and brother are dead,” I told him as I worked. “Ruith left your father to die on the battlefield, and your father left your brother to die in the north. I’m sorry.”

Venu said nothing, merely stared at me.

Once I had cleaned the wound as best I could, I set the rag aside and sat across from him.

“Cartimandua…” he began, but his words failed him. He shook his head.

“They want to hang you,” I said, gesturing with my chin outside.

“It was my father. This was all my father and Ruith’s plotting. Not mine nor my brother’s. Cartimandua…”

I sighed heavily, bracing myself for his words.

“Cartimandua, I know you must be outraged. Alys…”

“I am not here to talk about Alys. I am here to talk about the future of the Carvetti.”

“Let me return home. You know me, Carti. You know the real me. I can be a good ally. I can be trusted. This disaster was my father’s doing. They may want to hang me, but you know better. You know me. Let me return home to my tribe. I will lead them in alliance with the Brigantes.”

“Do you really think they will allow you to walk out of here a king, allow you to return to your Parisii wife? You are lucky you are still alive. And you are only alive because I am queen. It is for me to say.”

“And what will you say, Carti?” Venu asked. “Will you be spiteful? Will you take out your anger because I was forced to wed another woman, a woman I did not love, did not want, a woman who was not you? Will you let them kill me?”

“If I let them kill you, it is because your tribe attacked the Brigantes on three fronts. The heart has no place in this conversation.”

“But it does because I know you. I know you. You have loved me all these years as I have loved you. You are not disloyal, Cartimandua. You won’t have forgotten the love between us in a fortnight.”

“Even if that is what you have done.”

“I did not forget,” he said indignantly. “Not once. I was forced to wed that girl while I was still in love with you. I was forced to launch ships to attack your lands while still in love with you. I was forced to obey my father’s whims while I was still in love with you.”

I stared at him. “It doesn’t matter anymore. You are wed, and I am promised.”

“Promised? To whom?”

“Cormag of the Votadini.”

Venu stared at me. “The Bastard Prince?”

I didn’t respond.

There was a long silence, and then Venu said, “You will wed the Votadini, and Vellocatux is now king.”

“Eddin is king.”

“You reseated the Dardani.”

“Yes.”

Venutiux laughed harshly. “I came to your father’s funeral feast, my mind on our future together, and now…” He spread his hands wide. “You might as well let them kill me, Carti. You and my brother were the only two people in this world I cared about. Everything I wanted for myself has been taken from me.”

“What about Alys?”

“What about her? I barely knew the girl for a week.”

I studied Venu’s broken face. He wore his defeat both inside and out. I stared at him for a long moment then rose and went to the door.

“Carti?” Venu said gently.

Opening the door, I gestured for Corva to come inside. “Watch him. I will return shortly.”

“Yes, my queen.”

Leaving them, I returned to the main hall, where everyone crowded in wait. I took a deep breath, rolled my shoulders back, smoothed down my rumpled clothes as best I could, and entered the room.

The crowd grew silent.

I went to Cam. “I would speak with you in private.”

The old man looked confused but nodded to me.

Looking over my shoulder, I caught Cormag’s eye and gestured for him to join me.

I could feel Eddin’s eyes upon me, but I did not look his way.

The three of us retired to a small room off the main hall. One look about told me we were in the old king’s bedchamber.

“If you will excuse me, Queen Cartimandua, I am…weary,” Cam said, then sat on his bed.

“Of course,” I told him, then looked from Cam to Cormag. “Cam, I would have your advice.”

“You want my advice? Now, I am certain the shadow of the Cailleach is upon me.”

“My grandfather did not take your life or lands, only your crown. Ystradwel’s presence in my home bought that peace.”

Cam nodded slowly. “Yes.”

“Yet, many of your people encouraged you to fight for freedom.”

“Also, yes,” Cam said. “And some more than encouraged, as the traitor Chieftain Rhys has shown.”

“Venutiux is no king. He has no children to take prisoner. King Merod will take his share of Carvetti lands in the north as repayment for his help. The Dardani are free once more, further diminishing the Carvetti’s strength. What’s left of the Carvetti will be a significantly reduced kingdom. What do I do with Venutiux?” I looked from Cam to Cormag. “You will be my king consort. What is your advice?”

“His assault on the Brigantes must not go unpunished,” Cormag said.

“His father and brother are dead,” I said.

“And my fishing boats and piers are burning,” Cam told me.

“I have nothing to hold over him.”

“You must judge his character, Cartimandua,” Cam told me. “If he is to live, Ruith will whisper in Venutiux’s ear until his dying day, trying to get that boy to rise. If you judge him strong enough to resist and wise enough to know to be grateful for whatever life you carve out for him, then maybe there is a chance. But Prince Cormag is right.”

I looked at Cormag.

“You must take his crown,” Cormag told me.

“His crown, lands, and wealth,” Cam agreed.

“Absorb the Carvetti into the Brigantes?”

Cormag nodded. “Empty his coffers so he cannot afford a rebellion.”

“Venutiux is still married to the Parisii princess,” I said with a frown.

“A Parisii princess married to a Brigantes chieftain?” Cam said, raising his bushy eyebrows. “That is an insult Ruith will not abide.”

“Do you think the king would petition the druids to sever the marriage?”

“Perhaps. But if not, Ruith will coax rebellion,” Cam warned. “Whether or not Venutiux listens is another matter. But that is the answer you must discern. That will tell you what to choose. Your family knew Ystradwel was dear to me. What is dear to Venutiux?”

By his own admission, nothing save myself and his brother. If Venutiux valued our lingering friendship, then maybe. But how long would that last when I was married to Cormag, and Venu no longer had this throne?

“No matter what you decide, Cartimandua, know that the desire for power remains. Your family held my daughter until I grew so old I no longer cared about anything but her. But when I was young… You must be certain you can keep a chain on him if you let him survive.”

“And the Carvetti chieftains?” I asked.

“They were loyal to Cuneda. Execute them,” Cam told me.

“And have their sons come looking for revenge?”

“Replace them,” Cam advised.

I looked to Cormag, who nodded.

I exhaled slowly. “He will not accept this offer.”

“That’s what I said too. Fire and determination to rebel flaming my blood, I would not bend. You must find something to tempt him. And if he will not relent, take his head and his lands and be done with it.”

“That is the easier choice,” Cormag said.

“Yes,” Cam agreed.

I turned, looking out the narrow window of Cam’s room. The sun was rising. It painted the sky with streaks of vibrant ruby, magenta, and orange.

“Thank you, Cam.”

“Queen Cartimandua.”

“I will return now…” I said, gesturing that I would go back. “Can I help you up,” I asked Cam, going to his bedside and gently taking his arm.

He patted my hand. “No. I will rest awhile. It is too much excitement for my old heart,” he said, then met my gaze. “Cartimandua, promise me you will watch over Ystradwel when I am gone. Already, forces act against her. Promise me you will bring the full force of the Brigantes to her aid if needed.”

“I promise it.”

“In the two of you, old wounds will settle,” he said, nodding. “But no matter what you choose, watch the Carvetti.”

“I will.”

“You will make a fine Crow Queen, Cartimandua,” he said with a laugh, looking from me to Cormag. “Now, go pick their bones.”

At that, I patted Cam’s shoulder and left, Cormag and I making our way back to the hall.

“What will you do?” Cormag asked me.

“Venu has many good qualities, but he is also very prideful. Let me play upon his harp and see if I can coax the song I need.”

“And if not?”

“Then this will be his last sunrise.”

Cormag nodded. “Very well. Let’s see what notes the prince can sing.”


CHAPTER 26
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Isat at the front of Cam’s great hall and waited as Venutiux was brought before me.

The room was teeming with people. Around me, the chieftains and other rulers had come to watch.

Venu walked into the room with his head held high. His face was bruised and bloody, but he would not show dishonor in front of the others. When he met my gaze, however, that prideful look softened. In his gaze, I saw a flicker—for just a moment—of a plea for help.

I had told Cormag I wanted Venutiux to sing for me.

That was the one and only note I had been waiting for.

He needed and wanted my help.

There was a way out now.

The rest of the discourse was for everyone else…

“Prince Venutiux,” I said firmly. “You have brought war on your neighbors, the Brigantes, a sworn ally. How do you answer for this break in faith?”

“Queen Cartimandua,” Venutiux said in a firm voice, “Prince Cormag,” he added, bowing to Cormag, “and the rest of this honored assembly, I come before you humbly, asking for your ears.

“I have indeed dishonored my treaty with the Brigantes,” he said, nodding. He exhaled deeply. “My father and brother, who are now in the Otherworld, are also complicit, but those who know me will know I am a man of honor and of my word. So, I ask, what would you have done in my place? To whom did I owe my first loyalty? My king? My father? Or alliances my father made on my tribe’s behalf? The Carvetti have long been allies to the Brigantes. This is true. In fact, I hold the Brigantes dear to my heart. With no disrespect to Prince Cormag, I had hoped to become your king consort. I wanted to serve you at the side of your queen, for whom I have held an affection since my youth.”

At that, there was murmuring from the crowd.

But not from Eddin.

Eddin looked at Venutiux with such intensity that I was surprised Venutiux did not catch on fire.

“But I am a son—a second son at that—to a willful and capricious father, a father enraged by the slightest insult. To cause pain to the Brigantes, I was wed to the Parisii. Against my will. Against my heart. Only once the deal was made did we learn that the Parisii were already making war on the Brigantes. King Ruith delighted in watching my father twist…until Ruith bent him to see the benefits of attacking the mightiest tribe in the north,” Venu said with a hard laugh. “I found myself a second son wed to the enemy of the Brigantes. When my father sent me to war on my ally, my protests fell upon deaf ears. Nothing I said dissuaded him. My brother had already been given the same edict. So, who do I disobey? Who do I fail? My king? My father? My tribe? My brother?”

Venu paused, then ran his hand through his hair. He shook his head. “I know I am guilty of betraying my alliance with the Brigantes, but I would never reach out of my own volition to harm something, someone, I cherish.”

I willed my face to be still. I would not, in this good company, with Mael Muire staring a hole into my face, flinch at his words.

“What do you propose, Prince Venutiux?” I asked stiffly.

“To return to my tribe. To take my father’s crown. To show everyone in this room that I am an ally to the Brigantes from now until the very end of my days.”

That brought an angry murmur from those assembled.

“You bent to your father’s will. Will you bend to the will of your father-in-law? Ruith will not be satisfied with the outcome on the field.”

“As king, I would be within my rights to reject him.”

Once more, the men grumbled.

“My port is burning. My people are dead. My villages and farms were sacked…by the Parisii and the Carvetti,” I told Venutiux firmly. “You say you want to be king. If you were king, would you be merciful to those who set fire to your lands and butchered your people?”

Venutiux shifted, then looked to the floor. He did not answer.

He had made his best argument, but it was not enough.

It was never going to be enough to let him keep his crown.

“Prince Venutiux, you will return to Luguvalium,” I said, causing a stir in the audience, “as a Brigantes chieftain. On behalf of my tribe, I annex the lands of the Carvetti. You are now a subtribe of the Brigantes. As the Setantii have found peace as part of our tribe, so too will the Carvetti find their way. I leave you rule of your people as chieftain but under my direction. You will answer to me. And if King Ruith is content to let his daughter be married to a Brigantes chieftain… Well, there is nothing more I can say about that,” I said, then rose. “King Merod,” I said, turning to the king. “The Solway Plain is yours.”

King Merod bowed to me.

“Queen Mael Muire, we shall send warriors north to strip the Carvetti stronghold of its wealth—save a few coins to grow wheat. Perhaps it is time the Carvetti returned to their farming roots. That wealth is now the Votadini’s, given in thanks for your service.”

She inclined her head.

I looked back to Aeden. “Execute the Carvetti chieftains.”

“My queen,” he said, then turned and left the room, taking his warriors with him.

I turned to Venutiux, whose face had turned scarlet with stifled rage. “You have your head, Prince Venutiux. We will see you returned to Luguvalium in time. You have been given a second chance to prove yourself. If your words are honest, that you are obedient to your ruler first and foremost, then I expect no issues from you in the future. If you can follow the orders of your king, then you can follow the orders of your queen,” I said, then went and stood in front of him.

“If, however, I hear even a whisper that you would rise against me, I will burn your lands from north to south, leaving no man, woman, or child alive. Do you understand me?”

“Yes, Queen Cartimandua.”

I gestured to the guards. “Take him away.”

The men grabbed Venutiux roughly by the arms and took him from the room.

When he was gone, I exhaled deeply and smiled at those gathered. “Now, with that matter settled, what does a girl have to do to get married?”

At that, everyone laughed.

I turned back to Cormag, who set his hand on his heart and bowed to me.


CHAPTER 27
[image: ]


As the sun rose, the Setantii worked hard to ensure the fires that had ignited the Carvetti ships were put out so that no further damage could occur. I stood by the shore, watching them work. Those Parisii men found amongst the warriors on Venu’s ships had been executed along with the Carvetti chieftains. A pyre burned on the beach just downshore from Bell’s Harbor, the wind carrying the smoke away from the village and out to sea.

Cormag and Mael Muire had gone to meet with their priestesses and Môd to discuss my proposal that we hold the wedding at Bell’s Harbor.

Everyone was already there.

It made no sense to delay.

In fact, there was a deep sense of urgency within me to get it done.

Maybe it was how Eddin looked at me now that he was king—hope replaced hopelessness as he looked toward his future. Perhaps it was Venutiux’s love confession in front of everyone we knew. But his confession would not have come as a surprise to most. It had already been whispered I would wed the Carvetti prince. After my father’s funeral games, it had become a certainty.

But the capricious actions of one man had changed everything.

It wasn’t the first time.

Cuneda had undone the Dardani, taking Eddin’s world from him because the king had lusted for a girl who hadn’t wanted him.

I had spared Venutiux.

I wanted to think I had done so because it was the right thing to do, just as when Bellnorix had spared Cam, but I questioned myself.

Venu had told the truth.

He had been forced to marry Alys.

He had been forced to go to war.

His sense of honor and duty to his father made him agree where he should have rebelled. There was nobility in that. He was loyal to his king. Could you punish a man for that? I hoped his sense of loyalty would transfer to me after his wounds had healed and his blood had calmed. In place of love, perhaps there could be cooperation.

As long as Ruith did not interfere.

That was the only loose thread left.

I sighed heavily when I thought of it. Maybe I had been wrong to let the Parisii off so easily.

Out of the corner of my eye, I felt another draw near.

“Priestess,” I said, inclining my head to Corva and gesturing for her to come close.

“I hope I am not interrupting your solitude.”

“No, I was only…ruminating.”

“About your impending wedding?”

I laughed. “I suppose that’s what I should be thinking about. But in truth, I was thinking about Prince Venutiux.”

The priestess nodded. “Only time will tell if it was the right choice.”

“What do you think?”

“I do not know the prince as you do. The others think it a fair choice, but many think it would have served you better to take his head.”

“Yes, well…”

“It could not have been an easy choice if what the prince said was true.”

“We had been intended for one another,” I said, “but that is not why I spared him.”

“No?” Corva asked in a tone that told me she did not entirely believe me.

“No.”

The priestess raised her eyebrow at me.

“At least, that is what I am telling myself.”

“Now you are being honest.”

I laughed lightly. “Did Môd choose you because she knew you would see through me?”

“Of course.”

At that, we both chuckled.

“In truth, I wanted to help him. Perhaps that is a weakness on my part. I spared him, hoping he would be as loyal of a chieftain as he was a son. But, perhaps, I was more receptive to his plea than I should have been, all things considered.”

“And if he is not loyal?”

I gestured to the pyre. “There’s always room for one more.”

Corva laughed lightly, then said, “I come from Môd and the Votadini priests. We will perform the marriage rites together.”

“It is agreed?”

Corva nodded. “Chieftain Cam has his own holy people. Shall we ask their blessings as well?”

“Do you suppose they will be willing to give them?”

“You are the queen of the Brigantes.”

“Do the Setantii consider themselves Brigantes?”

Corva laughed. “More than the Dardani thought themselves Carvetti, I think.”

“Brigantia is hugged by the sea on both coasts. Perhaps a blessing from Chlíodhna is in order.”

“There is a sacred isle just offshore,” Corva said, pointing in the distance. “The priests say it is the most sacred place in these lands. I have not been there, but all have agreed to hold the wedding there.”

“Do I have to swim?” I jested.

To my surprise, Corva turned serious. “Yes. In the nude.”

“What?”

“It is some rite concerning the selkies to ensure you are not one of their kind. An ancient tradition.”

Aghast, I stared at her. “Corva, I…” I began, at a loss for words.

Corva chuckled.

“That was not nice at all,” I told her with a laugh.

She grinned. “It made you laugh. A barge will be prepared, my queen. I will ensure no nude swimming is involved.”

We both chuckled.

“Cartimandua,” Ystradwel called, joining Corva and me.

“I must make my own preparations now, my queen, but I will find you at dusk,” Corva told me. “I have spoken with their priests regarding their customs and ours. All will be harmonious, my queen. I will not permit it to be any other way.”

“Except for the nude swimming.”

“Yes, except for that.”

“Thank you, Corva.”

Corva bowed to me and then went on her way.

“Cartimandua…” Ystradwel said, exhaling from exertion. “I have been hunting for you everywhere.”

“Is something the matter?”

She smiled at me. “One day, I will be chieftain of the Setantii. But today…today, I am your maid, and I simply cannot permit you to wed like that,” she said, gesturing to my clothes.

I looked down at my muddy garments, aware suddenly I had been in the same clothes for days.

“Ystradwel…”

“You will become a bride in a few short hours, Carti. Let us make sure you are dressed like one.” She held out her hand and smiled at me.

The warmth of her gesture was not lost on me. I took her hand.

“I think I have something for you,” Ystradwel told me.

“It’s not teal-colored, is it?”

Ystradwel laughed lightly. “No, my queen. Come, let me show you.”
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Ystradwel led me into the king’s house. In the back of the house, I found myself in a small but cozy chamber that looked out on the sea. A chime made of seashells and driftwood hung in the window. A loom sat in one corner of the room. Dried flowers, their color faded now to brown, hung on the walls. A lovely embroidered coverlet, trimmed with images of shells, fish, and selkies covered the small bed. Ystradwel had already brought a washtub into the room. It was a cozy and charming space, but very small, as though it was for…

“Ystradwel, was this your chamber?” I asked.

“Once upon a time,” she said, then opened a trunk sitting at the side of the room. From within it, she pulled out a white gown. “I think it was once pure white, but time has given the fabric this golden-silver sheen, much like the moon. It is still beautiful, I think. Made in the Éire.”

I stared at the dress in her hands. She was right. The gown shimmered in the light, a wavering hue of gold and then silver. “It’s beautiful.”

“It was my mother’s,” Ystradwel said, smiling at the gown.

“Oh, Ystradwel. I cannot wear it. You must save it for…” I began, then paused, when I saw Ystradwel’s face screw up with emotion. “I’m sorry. Oh, Ystradwel.”

She sat down on the bed. Setting the gown aside, she wept softly. “Carti,” she whispered. “I truly believed he loved me. How could he manipulate me like that?”

“You have power. You have royal blood. One thing Bellnorix warned me of was to be wary of others. People will try to use you. Taking you from your father made you feel powerless. But you do have power. Catell sought to use it to his advantage, and so did Rhys. I am so sorry.”

She shook her head sadly. “After Catell and now this…”

“Time will tell the rest of your story. The dress…save it. You may want it later.”

She shook her head.

“Ystradwel—”

“Not that,” she said with a sniff. “It’s just… I have a teal-colored gown if I change my mind.”

I chuckled softly. “Very well.”

She looked up at me, tears in her eyes. “How do you learn who to trust, Cartimandua?”

I shook my head. “I am sorry to tell you that my first inclination is to trust no one. Over time, trust can be gained, but it is never given from the start. That is the only way to be safe.”

Ystradwel exhaled deeply. “I’m sorry. I should not have burdened you with my heart on this day,” she said then shook her head. “No more. Let’s focus on the good in this world. But first, we need to get the smells of horse and murder off you before you become a bride.”

I laughed. “Is there a better perfume for a Brigantes queen?”

“None,” she said with a laugh. “None at all.”


CHAPTER 28
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Moonlight shimmered on the black waves as the bargemen carefully rowed the flower-bedecked vessel toward the small island just off shore. In the distance, I could see torch lights flickering and the shadows of people.

I closed my eyes and felt the boat rocking on the waves.

I inhaled slowly and exhaled deeply.

With each breath, I let go of those things that weighed upon me.

I let go of Venu, who was imprisoned and under heavy guard.

Inhale, exhale.

I let go of the look in Eddin’s eyes and the conflicted feelings in my heart. Not this lifetime, but in the next…

Inhale, exhale.

I let go of tensions, and bloodshed, and war.

Inhale, exhale.

And when I opened my eyes again, I reminded myself of what I was: a bride on her way to meet her husband.

“All will be well,” Ystradwel, dressed in a striking teal-colored gown, whispered to me. She took my hand, giving it a squeeze. “All will be well.”

I smoothed down the skirts of the dress Ystradwel had lent me. The moon overhead made the fabric shimmer unlike anything I had ever seen. The texture of it was so soft, so luminous, I was sure the Éire maker had woven magic into the gown. Ystradwel had pinned a long white cape, trimmed with silver embroidery, to my shoulders. We had combed out my dark hair, settling for a single braid hanging from my temple that Ystradwel had adorned with white blossoms and small abalone shells. I held the branch of a young oak with fresh green leaves in my hand.

At that moment, I felt every bit like a bride.

I was only sorry my father was not there. Morfudd would have hardly remembered me, but my father…

Father, do you see me?

Father, are you with me?

A flush of excitement crept up in me as I thought about the days to come, my future with Cormag.

The Brigantes would never be entirely at peace, not with Ruith unsettled in the south, but for a time, maybe we could know some quiet. And in that quiet, perhaps I could just be a woman married to a man.

The bargemen brought the ship into port at a small dock. The other boats waited anchored in the water around the island, their lanterns glowing like flaming flowers on the waves.

As we came ashore, my guards jumped out, Conall being the last of them. He turned and extended his hand to guide me to the dock.

“My queen,” he said, smiling at me. “You look lovely, Cartimandua. Like a great goddess of old.”

“Thank you, my friend.”

Taking his arm, I walked down the dock to the rocky outcropping. The island was small and narrow. A stone-lined path led to a small grove of trees that bent in strange angles after being exposed so long to the wind. The shape of them almost made them appear as if they danced.

As we grew closer to the shrine, I was greeted by the others—chieftains and warriors. Everyone close to me had come. Andoc, Aedan, Caradoc, and the other chieftains and warriors bowed to me as I passed, smiling as Conall led me to the center of the shrine.

King Merod was there with his men, as was Chieftain Broin of the Cornovii. They smiled generously at me.

Near the heart of the grove waited Old Cam, who looked pale and tired, but he inclined his head to me.

Mael Muire stood beside him. The queen, soon to be my mother-in-marriage, stepped forward. She wore a beaded headdress that covered her hair and brow, the long beads trailing over her the length of her hair. She had changed into a long black dress, the opening on the neckline revealing the tattoos on her chest.

She took my face into her hands. “May the Cailleach’s blessing be upon you, child,” she said, kissing one cheek. “And may Great Brigantia bless your marriage with fruitfulness,” she said, kissing the other cheek. She held my gaze and then nodded. “Yes,” she whispered. “A Crow Queen.”

From her pocket, she pulled out a medallion which she pinned on my gown. It was a silver crow pendant. The crow sat on a circle of twisting silver; raw, unpolished amethyst stones adorned the piece.

She then inclined her head to me and stepped back.

I smiled at her and turned forward once more.

There was one person left whose blessing I needed and feared to hope for.

Taking a shuddering breath, I steeled myself and then turned to Eddin.

Unshed tears made his eyes glossy; he tried to smile, but his chin quivered, and his tears threatened. Unable to speak, he merely nodded to me.

I gave him a gentle smile and willed my heart to be silent.

Turning back, I stared at the heart of the grove. A fire burned in a deep pit. On the other side of it was a tall standing stone. The firelight danced on the stone, showing the images engraved there: a double disc with a Z-rod, a mirror and comb, images of animals and selkies, and maps of stars in the sky that only priestesses and druids knew how to read.

Standing before it, dressed in black, a midnight-blue cape draped over his shoulder, was the man who would soon be my husband.

Cormag’s face had been painted with kohl, giving him markings like wings at the corners of his eyes. His long hair had been adorned with inky black feathers and fell in braids from his temples. He wore a silver torc around his throat, the piece made of beautiful craftsmanship. The ends of the torc were decorated with crows’ heads, the eyes trimmed with black gemstones that sparkled in the moonlight.

I turned to Ystradwel, handing her the green oak branch I had carried.

Conall patted my hand, letting me go, and then I stepped forward to greet Cormag.

Along with him was Corva, Môd, a priestess of the Votadini, and another priestess I did not know, but from her teal-colored robes to the seashell diadem on her head, I assumed her to be Cam’s priestess of Chlíodhna.

Corva motioned for Cormag and me to step forward.

“Brigantes, Votadini, Dardani, Novantae, Cornovii, and all our friends, I greet you this night in the names of our twin goddesses, Brigantia and the Cailleach,” Môd called in a firm voice. “Our road here has not been without peril and loss, but this night, we are here to set our gaze on the future. And that future stands before us now in Queen Cartimandua of the Brigantes and Prince Cormag of the Votadini. With their handfasting, two great tribes become one.”

Corva stepped forward, lifting her hands into the air. “I call upon you now, spirits of our world, to bless this pairing. I call upon the eastern winds and spirit of air to bless this sacred space and to bless and witness the marriage of Cartimandua and Cormag. I call upon the southern winds and spirit of fire to bless and witness the marriage of Cartimandua and Cormag.” As she spoke, the logs in the firepit shifted, sending up a whirlwind of embers floating into the sky. Corva spoke again in a loud voice. “I call upon the western winds and the spirit of water that surrounds us in this sacred space to bless and witness the marriage of Cartimandua and Cormag. And I call upon the northern winds and the spirit of earth to bless and witness the marriage of Cartimandua and Cormag. May all the elements and all the ancestors come now to give your blessing to this pair.”

The crowd grew quiet, all of us listening to the wind, waves, and crackle of fire, feeling the earth below our feet and the soft presence of our ancestors watching from beyond.

Corva stepped back, and the Votadini priestess came forward. She was dressed in a gown made of many layers of varying shades of dark fabric, fur trimming her neckline. Like a bandage across her eyes, she had marked herself with kohl. Tattoos covered her neck and arms.

She lifted her arms. “Brigantia, mother of the mountains, we humbly ask you to come amongst us now!” she called in a firm voice, then paused, waiting for the goddess. “Cailleach, ancient hag of dark places, we humbly ask you to come amongst us now!” she called, then paused again. “And here, on Chlíodhna’s waters, we call upon the sea goddess to come amongst us now!”

The winds whipped around us, the waves crashing on the rocks, the leaves of the trees rustling, the fire snapping and popping.

“Great ones! We give you honor! All hail!”

“Hail,” we called in reply.

“This night, the Crow people join with the great tribe of Brigantia—from her heavenly stars above to her mountains to those dark places where the ancient ones dwell. Cartimandua, daughter of Morfudd and Volixus, do you come this night to wed Prince Cormag of the Votadini?”

“I do.”

“Do you wish to take him as your husband?”

“I do.”

“Do you promise to be as Brigantia herself, loyal, honest, and true, until your dying days and beyond?”

“I do.”

The priestess turned to Cormag. “Cormag, Prince of the Brigantes, son of Ruid, Mael Muire, and the dark lady, do you come this night to wed Queen Cartimandua of the Brigantes?”

“I do.”

“Do you wish to take her as your wife?”

“I do.”

“Do you promise to be as Lord Cernunnos himself, loyal, honest, and true, until your dying days and beyond?”

“I do.”

With that, the priestess took my hand and Cormag’s, motioning for us to hold on to one another’s arms.

The priestess of Chlíodhna stepped forward, a length of seaweed in her hands. “Cormag of the Votadini,” she began as she wound the greens around our arms. “Cartimandua of the Brigantes. In Great Queen Chlíodhna’s name, with all our gods, spirits of the ancestors, those creatures of nature, and those who live in the shadows of the mountains as witnesses, I bind you as one. One heart. One life. One spirit. From now until the end of time, you are bound to one another.”

I looked up at Cormag.

He gave me a soft smile.

The priestess stepped back and then lifted a large shell, setting it to her lips. She blew loudly, the shell’s trumpet echoing across the water. I looked up. Overhead, the moon glowed silver, and the sky was streaked with stars.

“Cartimandua, Cormag,” Môd said with a smile. “You are now bound as husband and wife. Seal your pact before the gods with a kiss.”

I turned and smiled at Cormag. He stepped closer to me, setting his free hand on the small of my back. In a soft whisper, he said, “I will love you until the end of my days and beyond,” he said then gently kissed me.

At that, the crowd cheered.

But at that moment, there was no one else there but Cormag, me, and the stars…


CHAPTER 29
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The scene in the great hall was one of mirth and merriment. After the hard days behind us, it was a welcome sight. Cam’s servants had decorated the hall with greens and wildflowers. Venison, boar, cheeses, loaves of bread, honey and apple tarts, and more bounty of food heaped the tables.

From the square outside the king’s house to within, everyone was drinking and eating. Some musicians had come, playing the harp, pipes, lyres, and more. Many danced under the light of the moon and in the glow of the bonfires.

Cormag and I joined the others for feasting in the great hall.

Cam sat beside Ystradwel, the pair laughing. I could not help but notice how tired the old man looked.

Beside me, Cormag leaned toward me and filled my goblet.

“Roman wine,” he said. “Be careful it does not go to your head.”

“It’s my wedding night. I can’t think of anything better than letting it go to my head,” I said, tipping his hand to pour more.

Cormag laughed.

When he set the pitcher down, I refilled his cup.

He smiled at me. “I did not have the opportunity to tell you how beautiful you look… Like you were dressed in the moonlight. I could not breathe for several moments. Did you set a spell upon me, Queen Cartimandua?”

“Yes,” I said with all sincerity. “At the Three Sisters Henge,” I told him playfully. “I set a spell to make you fall madly in love with me.”

“You are a skilled enchantress. It worked at once.”

“I have you now. You cannot escape me. We are bound by seaweed.”

Cormag laughed.

A moment later, I felt a wet nose on my shoulder.

I turned to find Cormag’s dog there.

“Fergus,” Cormag said, calling the dog to him. He scratched the beast’s head. “He is a very good boy, fierce in battle, but I couldn’t convince him to get on the barge. I confess I was afraid he would howl from the shore and ruin the wedding.”

I patted the dog, who rewarded me with a lick. “I’m sorry, Fergus,” I told him.

Cormag handed the dog a hunk of meat on a bone. Fergus sat down at Cormag’s feet, where he ate.

“He is like your shadow.”

“Just be glad I trained him not to sleep in my bed.”

At that, I laughed. “Thank Brigantia, if he had, I think there would have been no room left for me.”

We both chuckled.

One by one, the others came to give us their blessings. As the night wore on, I noticed that Eddin was not in the hall, nor had I seen him since the wedding.

I waved to Conall.

“My queen?”

“Where has King Eddin gone?”

“He is with his men in the square outside.”

I nodded.

When Conall moved to go, I gestured for him to pause. “Will you speak to Cam’s men? Have a fresh tunic taken to Prince Venutiux and let him join the feast. Under guard.”

“Wisely done, my queen,” he told me then departed.

“You will have the prince brought in?” Cormag asked.

I nodded. “He is one of our chieftains now. Venutiux is shrewd. He will see that he can still have a voice if he bends himself. He is not his father nor brother, and I do not wish endless suffering on him.”

Cormag nodded slowly. “My mother thought you should have killed him.”

“In time, she may prove right. And if that ever appears to be the case, I will not hesitate to take his head. In the meantime, a plate of meat and a mug of ale can go a long way to restore broken friendships.”

“I hope you are right.”

“As do I.”

“When do you wish to return to Rigodonum?”

“In the morning, after we’ve…rested,” I said, willing—and failing—to keep a blush from cropping up in my cheeks.

Cormag gently touched my chin. “As you wish,” he said. He then leaned in close, his eyes locked on mine, and set a gentle kiss on my lips.

My stomach quivered.

“Cormag,” I whispered when our lips parted once more.

“I look forward to…needing a rest,” he whispered.

“As do I.”

He leaned forward, kissed me on my forehead, and sat back again. “My queen,” he said with a smile.

Not long after, Conall and my guards reappeared along with Venutiux, who had washed up and redressed. He surveyed the room. Several people stopped to stare and whisper when he entered.

When Conall gestured for Venutiux to sit, he looked my way and spoke to the guard in a low tone.

Conall met my gaze.

I nodded to him.

Conall and Venutiux approached, the rest of my guard behind him.

Venutiux bowed deeply. “Cartimandua, my gratitude for permitting me to join your wedding feast. I give you and the king consort my well wishes.”

My chest tightened, but if Venutiux could bear this moment with decorum, so could I.

“Thank you, Venutiux,” I said. “I hope, in time, we can forget these dark hours and continue forward.”

“That is my wish as well, Queen Cartimandua. We were long friends before any ill will came between us. I hope we can return to that friendship in time.”

“Well spoken,” Cormag said.

“Thank you, King Consort,” Venutiux told him. While his words to me had been unvarnished, I heard an edge he could not bury when he spoke to Cormag.

Venutiux and I were walking in the shadows of a life unlived. I could feel the edge of our love, but circumstance had dulled it. Now, we had to find a way forward as we are, not as we were.

For Venutiux, given what I had taken from him, that would be harder.

“Won’t you join us?” I asked, gesturing to the tables. “You are one of us, Venu. In defeat, you join a family that will grow to love and honor you. It will not feel so easy right now, but I promise it to be true.”

Venu swallowed whatever emotions he had been feeling, his face twisting for just a moment, then nodded. “Thank you, Carti,” he said, his voice barely over a whisper. “Felicitations on your marriage,” he added, then turned to Conall.

My guard gave me a wink and then escorted Venutiux back to the table. There, he gestured for the other men to join him, and they all ate, Conall filling Venu’s cup himself.

Cormag and I lingered a bit longer.

Outside, the sounds of music and laughter drifted into the hall.

“Shall we join them, my queen?” Cormag asked.

I nodded, then we rose and went to the square, where we were greeted by cheers.

“Dance with us,” one of the young maidens called. “Please, my queen.”

I looked to Cormag, who nodded.

Grinning, we joined the others in the circle, clasping hands.

The musicians struck up the chorus once more, and around we spun.

Drums beating, pipes playing, I laughed with happiness and excitement, and we circled around the fire. Soon, others joined, and we became three rings around the flames, the middle ring moving opposite the others. The effect was dizzying.

When the song changed, Cormag and I laughed when we were pulled from one another as we began a dizzying array of weaving in and out of the rings.

“Blessings, my queen.”

“May Brigantia bless you, Queen Cartimandua.”

“May the gods watch over you.”

I was greeted with smiles and affection with each new partner I found.

But the warmest smile came when I suddenly found myself face to face with Eddin.

“Eddin,” I said with a gasp.

“Carti… you are trimmed with starlight tonight.”

“That torc suits you very well,” I said, touching the golden ring on his neck.

Eddin smiled. “The cooks had hidden it in a pot in a pantry so Cuneda would not find it,” he told me with a laugh. “They saved it, but you are the one who placed it here,” he said, touching his neck.

“I only helped put it back where it belonged.”

“And yet, you spared Venu. Why, Carti?”

“He is not his father. He deserves a chance to become something better.”

“If he can. Which I doubt very much,” he said with a frown. Catching himself, however, he smiled at me. “Sorry. Do not let my opinions spoil your mood. It is your wedding day,” he said, giving me a forced smile.

The tempo changed once more, indicating a shift of partners was needed.

“Carti… I do wish you and Cormag all the happiness in the world. He is a good man and will be a good husband. I wish you well.”

“That means everything to me.”

But before we could speak again, a giggling girl grabbed Eddin’s arm, and he slipped away from me. I turned to join one of my warriors in the dance.

By the time the reel ended, I was breathless. I met Cormag, and we went to join the Votadini. Mael Muire sat with her people, sipping an ale and smiling softly at the scene.

She gestured for one of her men to pour drinks for Cormag and me.

“Old Cam still has a festive heart,” she said, gesturing across the square to where Cam sat watching the dancers. Smiling, Ystradwel wove around with the others. Cam chuckled as he watched.

“He has been generous,” I said.

“Pain fades over time,” Mael Muire replied. “His eyes are on the future of his tribe,” she said, then smiled at Cormag and me. “As are mine.”

“You have many years before you, Mother,” Cormag told her.

“If the Cailleach is kind,” she said simply, giving us a light smile. “We will return to Din Eidyn in the morning. You will depart for Rigodonum soon?”

Cormag nodded.

“Good. Your men are coming with you?”

“Damhan and Brodi.”

Mael Muire nodded. “It will be good to have those you can trust beside you. At least, besides this one,” she said, patting Fergus, who had appeared at Cormag’s side once more. “And I am sure Cartimandua will guide you on who else you might rely upon in Rigodonum.”

“Of course.”

In the end, the enigmatic Mael Muire was a mother.

She nodded slowly. “I will miss you, my son. You must bring Cartimandua to Din Eidyn when the time is right.”

“I will.”

“In the meantime, I suspect King Ruith will have what is left of his feathers ruffled. Watch him carefully. Snakes strike when they are afraid.”

“Let’s hope he realizes that I will take his head if he strikes again,” I replied.

“You credit him with wit he lacks.”

“Perhaps his wife will know better.”

At that, Mael Muire laughed.

The reel ended. Cam rose, leaning against his tall staff.

“Good people, good people,” he called. “My man has just informed me that the marriage boat is ready and the guard prepared. Great Chlíodhna’s nest awaits Queen Cartimandua and King Consort Cormag. Come, let us send them off with all honors due. They leave us newlywed but will return to us bound to one another heart and soul.”

Ystradwel had informed me of the wedding tradition practiced by the royal family of the Setantii to spend the wedding night in a sacred, secret cove along the coast not far from Bell’s Harbor. The cove was inaccessible by land but could be reached by sea. There was a sacred cave where the Setantii believed that Chlíodhna had conceived her son and daughter, who would become the first selkies to exist in the world, with their father, Llyr. For as long as anyone could remember, the cove was where new brides and grooms of the Setantii royal line had spent their wedding night.

After winning Cormag’s agreement and insisting a small guard was brought along, I had agreed to follow the old customs.

It hurt nothing to be blessed by the sea queen.

Mael Muire rose. Bidding us farewell, she kissed Cormag on his brow, then did the same with me. “You are my daughter now,” she told me, meeting and holding my gaze.

“Thank you, Mael Muire.”

She inclined her head to me.

Cormag and I left the Votadini. With the others cheering us, we made our way to the port where a boat waited to take us to the cove. My guard, along with two of Cormag’s men and Corva, were waiting.

I waved goodbye to Ystradwel, Cam, and the others but did not see Eddin in the crowd.

Cormag and I wound down the streets to the dock.

Conall gestured to the others to board the small boat. There, four Setantii men waited to guide us to the cove.

“Corva,” I said, smiling at the priestess.

“I thought there should be at least one woman amongst your guard.”

“I am glad for your blade…and for you.”

She inclined her head to me. “My queen.”

Môd waited beside the boat. “May Brigantia bless you this night,” she told me, setting a crown of hawthorn on my head.

“Thank you, High Priestess.”

She inclined her head to me, giving me a warm, motherly smile.

With that, we all boarded the vessel.

The people cheered as the ship was cast out to sea. And once more, I made my way across the waves.


CHAPTER 30
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The cove was a small, secluded beach along the western sea. Dark blue waves rolled in, breaking on the beach’s golden sands, sea foam washing up to the shore like the trim of a fine woman’s gown. A sheer cliff sat above us. Not even the most industrious young boy would have been able to climb it. Seabirds called from the cliffsides where they sat on their nests. It was a beautiful, secluded place. Shells washed up on the pale, golden beach.

The Setantii worked carrying crates into a cave while the guard set up camp at the opposite end of the cove.

Cormag went to check on the preparations while I strolled the shoreline, picking up shells.

I was a bride.

I was married.

Tonight was my wedding night.

I knew longing and had traded my share of kisses, mostly with Venu, but had never fully known the love of a man. Yet, somehow, I was not nervous. With Cormag, I felt safe. I would be cared for. The idea of being with him filled my heart with both ease and excitement, a strange dichotomy of feelings.

Once I had selected the perfect handful of shells, I paused and looked out at the water. The fading sunlight shimmered on the waves, making it look like a thousand faeries danced on the surface. In the distance, I spotted the fins of a pair of dolphins who made their way past.

As the sun drifted toward the horizon, the skyline was painted in pale shades of pink and violet, the colors reflecting on the soft gown of my wedding dress.

“Carti,” Cormag said softly, joining me. He wrapped his arms around me, pulling me close to him, pressing his cheek against the side of my head. “It is beautiful.”

“Yes. I feel Chlíodhna’s magic here.”

“As do I. Do you suppose she will accept a Brigantes queen and a Votadini prince in her sacred space?”

“Well, if we are flooded out by morning, we’ll know.”

Cormag laughed lightly, then held me close, the two of us watching as the sun sank slowly toward the horizon, the sky lighting up with fire as the glowing orb slipped below the waves.

Cormag kissed my neck, exhaling deeply, then took my hand.

Wordlessly, he led me away from the shore and into the cave. The space narrowed as we entered. We bent low to make our way through a narrow passage. It opened on the other side to reveal a beautiful sight.

A vast, open cave sat on the other side. The cave’s stone walls were streaked with color—veins of sparkling blue, silver, and even gold made a web across the wall. Flecks of silver shimmered in the light of the fire. A path rose from the cave floor to a ledge that looked over the cave like a balcony. Below was a small pool. In it, I saw shimmering shells.

“A fine arbor for a sea queen,” I said, looking about in wonderment.

“And the queen of the Brigantes.”

Still holding my hand, Cormag led me to the balcony where crates sat with decanters of wine and mead, cheese, apples, and bread wrapped in linens. And also there, a soft cot had been made up, rich coverlets adorning the bed. Braziers burned, giving the place a soft glow.

Cormag turned to me, smiling softly.

He met and held my gaze, then gently touched my cheek. He leaned in then, placing a kiss on my lips. His lips were so soft and sweet, the tastes of honey cakes and wine lingering there. And once more, I picked up the sweet scents that perfumed his skin and hair.

“Carti,” he whispered. “Do you… Do you want wine?”

Holding his gaze, I shook my head. My stomach rocked with nerves. For the first time in my memory, I trembled rather than stretching my body taut like a bow to prevent my emotions from showing.

Cormag reached for my other hand but chuckled when he discovered I was holding my shells.

“My treasures,” I whispered.

Smiling lightly, he took them from me. “I will keep them safe,” he said, then set them on a cloth within one of the crates.

Turning back, he cradled my face in his hands.

“There is sand on your skin,” he said with a soft laugh, then leaned in and kissed me. This time, however, the kiss grew passionate.

The heat within me rose to meet his. Placing my hands on his back, I pulled him closer, falling deeper into the kiss. Deeper, and deeper, and deeper.

My hands tugged at his tunic as I reached for a touch of his bare skin.

Pressing his hand on the small of my back, he pulled me close to him. Our bodies close together, I felt his want. It was echoed within me.

Shuddering with excitement, Cormag stepped back.

He met my gaze, holding it lovingly.

Reaching out, I began to loosen the ties on his tunic.

Cormag helped me, pulling the garment aside.

With my hands shaking, I lifted his tunic over his head, revealing his muscular chest.

I smiled gently at him, my hands roving the strong curves of his shoulders, chest, and stomach, which was a wall of muscle. I gently stroked his skin, touching the hair trail leading from his belly button to his lower waist.

Taking my eyes from his body, I met his gaze once more.

Cormag smiled at me, then gently turned me so he could unlace my dress.

I pulled my long, black locks over my shoulders. Closing my eyes, I bit my bottom lip in anticipation as I felt his hands work. Soon, the dress came loose.

I turned back to him. My eyes on his, I slipped the gown from my shoulders, lowering it over my hips and dropping it to the ground.

Cormag’s eyes roved over my naked body, a look of love in his eyes. When he met my gaze again, unshed tears clung to his lids. He gently touched the mark on my chest where the Cailleach had branded me with the language of the gods. His brow furrowed in confusion for a moment, but he let it go. Leaning forward, he kissed my bare shoulder, his lips traveling up my neck, then stepped back. Moving deftly, he undid his trousers. Once he was free of the garment, my husband lifted me off the ground and carried me to the bed, where he gently lay me down and began covering me with kisses.

“Cartimandua,” he whispered in my ear. “You are mine, and I am yours. I will love you until the day I die and beyond, my Crow Queen,” he said, and then his hands and body began to work, bringing me pleasure and binding us in the flesh, as husband and wife.
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That night, Cormag and I relished our newfound love again and again until he drifted off into restful slumber. I also slept, but my dreams did not come easy. I woke sometime later, unsure if it was morning or night, to the sound of a woman singing.

At first, I thought I was dreaming, but then I heard the melodious echo coming from somewhere beyond the cave.

I listened for a moment, trying to determine if it was Corva, but it was not the priestess.

The song called to me. Unable to control my curiosity, I rose.

Cormag lay naked on the bed.

Covering him, I grabbed a robe that Ystradwel had, in her foresight, packed for me. Throwing on the robe and moving as silently as possible, I made my way out of the loft to the cave below.

The sound grew louder, but it was clear that the singer was not in the cave.

Puzzled as to who had come to this secluded space and had gone undetected by the guards, I made my way from the narrow passage and went outside once more.

A heavy mist had fallen on the beach.

I could not even see the other end of the cove.

It was sometime just before dawn. The sky had turned a soft shade of violet.

I looked around, trying to see through the mist, listening to the singer’s voice. Her melodious tone called through the fog, the enchanting song ringing off the cove walls.

And then, I saw her.

A silhouette in the mist, she stood at the seashore.

I approached her, seeing a woman with very long hair in a long gown standing at the edge of the shoreline where the water broke, the waves splashing around her.

As I grew near, she uttered her song’s last, mournful note. Then, she turned to me.

“Who—” I had begun to ask, but the question died in my mouth.

Blue-haired, silver-eyed, wearing a crown of shells and pearls, Chlíodhna looked back at me.

“Great Chlíodhna,” I whispered, inclining my head to her.

“How now, queen of the stars, queen of the hollow hills, queen of the dark places, Crow Queen? Love has washed you to my shore.”

“I am honored by your presence. How might I serve you?”

She laughed lightly, her melodious voice ringing like a silver bell. “I have come to bless your marriage, Cartimandua, she who would keep her shores safe from enemies near and far. But I also come with a warning. You cannot beat back the tide. It will come whether you wish it or not. For now, I can only bless you with love in marriage.”

“Thank you, great lady.”

“Love deeply, Cartimandua. Love passionately. And love swiftly, for the tide always draws away from the shore again. And far from here, on distant beaches, they plot destruction, their eyes burning embers,” she said, then waved her hand in the mist.

The fog parted. In its place, an image appeared. It was cloudy at first, a swirl of black and red, but then the image grew sharper, revealing a horrific sight. On some faraway shore, I saw Romans, so many Romans, hammering, sawing, heaving planks, the skeletons of ships, by the hundreds, dotting the shore. Fires burned. There was so, so much fire.

“Beware, Crow Queen,” Chlíodhna said in a strong, firm voice. “Rome is on the rise. Beware! Beware!”

The flames rose high, crashing over me like a wave. The fire’s heat and the light’s intensity felt like it had scalded me.

With a scream, I fainted, everything going black.
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“Cartimandua? Cartimandua, can you hear me? Cartimandua?”

I opened my eyes slowly to find the burned face of Corva looking down at me.

Still fearing the flames, I wiggled away from her in panic and then sat upright.

“My queen?” Corva asked, confusion in her voice. “Cartimandua, what happened? What is it?”

I stared at the priestess. The sea queen’s vision was so vivid I could still smell and taste smoke.

Breathless, I turned and looked out at the sea.

The sunrise cast orange, red, and golden light on the waves. The image was so brilliant it almost looked as if the sea was on fire.

“What is it?” Corva asked. “What did you see?”

“A world on fire,” I whispered.

“On fire?”

“Rome.”
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Destined to become Queen of Scotland.

Bound by blood to the Celtic gods.

Scotland, 1026

Descendant of the line of MacAlpin, Gruoch should have been born into a life of ease. But fate is fickle. Her father's untimely death, rumored to have been plotted by King Malcolm, leaves her future uncertain and stained by the prophecy that she will avenge her family line.

Escaping to one of the last strongholds of the old Celtic gods, Gruoch becomes an adept in arcane craft. Her encounters with the otherworld, however, suggest that magic runs stronger in Scotland than she ever imagined.

Haunted by dreams of a raven-haired man she's never met, Gruoch soon feels her fate is not her own. She is duty-bound to wed a powerful lord, if not the Prince himself; however, she's not sure she can stop her heart when she meets Banquo, a gallant highlander and druid.

Fans of Outlander and the Mists of Avalon will relish this sweeping Scottish Historical Fantasy that tells the tale of Gruoch, a woman struggling to escape her fate without blood on her hands. Dive into this thrilling historical scottish fantasy romance by New York Times best-selling author Melanie Karsak.
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In addition to my Celtic Blood series, you will also enjoy my Road to Valhalla series, which chronicles the life of the shield-maiden Hervor:
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Chosen by Odin. Destined for Valhalla.

In my dreams, Odin whispers to me. 

He tells me I’m destined to wield a legendary sword.

He tells me my road will bring me to Valhalla.

But when I wake, I’m only Hervor. Fatherless. Unloved. Unwanted. Jarl Bjartmar, my grandfather, calls me cursed. My mother, her memories stolen by the gods, has forgotten me. Everyone tells me I should have been left to the wolves, but no one will tell me why.

None but Eydis, a thrall with völva magic, believes I’m meant for a greater destiny. Yet who can believe a devotee of Loki?

When the king and his son arrive for the holy blót, the runes begin to fall in my favor. A way forward may lie in the handsome Viking set on winning my heart, but only if I unravel the mystery hanging over me first.

Fans of Vikings, The Last Kingdom, and The Mists of Avalon will relish Shield Maiden: Under the Howling Moon. This sweeping Viking Historical Fantasy retells the Norse Hervarar Saga, depicting the life of the shieldmaiden Hervor, the inspiration for J. R. R. Tolkien’s Éowyn.

Read the Road to Valhalla Series on Amazon
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