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Prologue
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The village of Barcenis, nestled on the coast not far from the mountains to the north which protected it from the colder weather that sometimes wiped out whole clans, was prosperous. Some of the men were fishermen, others were farmers, but when the need arose every man was a warrior. The balance worked well and gave them a happier life than many other clans. They were affluent enough to own horses although they generally made war on foot. Some of those in the village even sported fine weapons. The headman, Brennus, had a helmet and a mail shirt, as well as a long sword. He had defeated and killed two enemy chiefs since he had become headman after the death of his father. The prosperity of the clan meant that there were many rivals who sought to rule the three hundred or so people who lived there. Constant vigilance was needed to ensure that they were not raided and every young man was trained in the ways of war. Because they were careful their lives in the wooden walled village were happy. They had food. Their roundhouses were comfortable and well made. The ditch and palisade that surrounded their homes afforded protection from enemies. They lived a good life.

When Brennus’ son, Bruneus, passed his rite of initiation and became, along with the other young men of his age, a warrior, Brennus’ brother, Barcas, suggested, during the drunken celebration of the event, that perhaps the young men ought to be given the chance to raid and to be blooded. Brennus was in a good mood and he agreed. The clan needed young men who could fight. In that way they could live in peace; a predator did not attack those with teeth. It was decided that Barcas would take the young warriors and raid the villagers who lived north of the mountains in the lands that bred fine horses. Horses were always needed. If the clan could increase the number of horses then there was a larger part of the surrounding land that they could control. Brennus and his oathsworn would guard the village in the absence of the twenty men who would ride north.

As the brother and the son of the headman, Barcas and Bruneus had the best horses. Barcas had a helmet as well as a short mail shirt. The warband headed north. They had fourteen days of travelling ahead of them for, as Barcas pointed out, it did not do to raid men who lived too close. Therein lay the danger of a blood feud and vengeance. The son of the chief learned much about leadership on the road north. Flanked by his two close companions, Serpus and Big Nose, he listened to all the knowledge that was imparted. His uncle was a good warrior and loyal to the chief. His wife and son had been taken by the pestilence which sometimes ravaged the land and, thus far, he had not chosen another. He was philosophical about it and seemed happy to be training his nephew. Barcas had made Bruneus a sort of surrogate for his own dead son. 

When they left the village they rode in an easy and open formation. It was determined by friendship. Barcas and War Hammer rode at the fore, followed by the other older warriors, then came the younger men who would become warriors on this raid. Serpus was Bruneus’ closest friend. Their other close friend was Big Nose. The biggest man in the village was named for his large nose and he was a huge hulking brute. He was not as clever as either Serpus or Bruneus but he was not a nasty man. He was just not a thinker like the other two. He was, however, loyal and the two friends felt sorry for him. His father had died when the village had been raided not long after Big Nose’s birth. It was one reason why his nickname was used. His father had died with his back to the raiders and his clan name was considered to be unlucky. Big Nose’s poor horse was dwarfed by the huge warrior and his feet almost touched the ground. Unlike Bruneus and Serpus, he had no sword but just a spear and a round shield. He hoped to reap the reward of the raid. 

Barcas used the ride to teach his nephew as much as he could about warfare and leading men in battle. When they camped and while food was prepared the older warrior took the time to talk to his nephew. “Your father is a great war chief. We have never lost under his leadership.”

“Then why does he not lead?”

Barcas smiled at his nephew, “You are clever. Work it out for yourself.”

Bruneus frowned as he put his mind to the question, “He tires of it?”

Barcas laughed, “A warrior who tired of war was not meant to be a warrior. He would love to lead.”

“Then he wanted you to lead.”

“Ah, you are getting warm but no, that is not the reason.”

It came to the son of the chief like a flash of light, “He wishes me to learn what it is to be a leader and have the glory.”

“You are right but it is not about the glory. It is about being a leader. We are the Clan of the Eagle.” Bruneus nodded. “That name was chosen by our ancestors for they lived closer to the mountains and felt an affinity with the bird. Since the clan was begun we have moved further south to lands that make us richer but we do not forget the bird that hunts. Your father and I were different. We are both like wolves, you know that?”

“I thought we feared them.”

“Of course we do but we admire them too. A wolf pack has strong wolves at the rear guarding the old, the weak and the young. The leader is the lone wolf who leads from the front and has his lieutenants close by. Your father wishes you to become the lone wolf that leads the pack.” He gestured with his thumb at Serpus and Big Nose, “You have friends who might become those lieutenants.”

Bruneus nodded his understanding and in that moment his life began to change as he thought about the clan in a different way.

His uncle said, “The other thing you must learn to do is to trust yourself.” He tapped his own head, “Lisen to the voices that come from here for you come from an ancient line of war chiefs. You have good instincts. Trust them.”

The days were long and they rode while there was daylight. They did not cross the mountains. Instead they skirted them where the land met the sea. The sea was their friend and Icaunis was worshipped by many of the clan. Once they neared the village they were to raid then they would travel at night. Barcas knew the route. Bruneus was learning from his uncle and the other older warriors as they rode and he noted the path that they took. He had decided to impress his uncle on the homeward journey by pointing out their direction of travel. He identified landmarks that he would use to guide them back. He would make his father proud and show that he could be a leader. Twelve days after setting off Barcas told them that they were within two days of the village and they would now travel at night. That day they rested, trapped animals and sharpened weapons in a land which was foreign to the younger warriors. They had not brought the throwing spears that they practised with in the village of Barcenis. Instead they had their longer thrusting spears. Only Barcas, Serpus, Bruneus and two others were able to fight mounted. They were the only ones with saddles that had four pommels. The other twenty or so would fight on foot. They rode horses without saddles. It was impossible to fight mounted without a four horned saddle.

The warband moved, the next night, to be closer to the village. The smell of woodsmoke and the sound of the tethered horses told them that they were close. These people cared for their animals and protected them as well as the people of the villages. These were horse breeders. The herd was more than fifty strong and would be penned. Barcas and War Hammer were well travelled and they knew the way these Gauls lived and worked. Leaving the rest of the warband out of sight and downwind of the village, Barcas took Bruneus to scout out the horses. They did so on foot and just used hand signals. Bruneus was desperate not to make a sound. They reached the last piece of covered ground before the village and just watched. They saw two men on horses guarding the horse pen. The fifty or so horses milled around. The two sentries were armed with bows. Moving along to the village they saw that the gate was closed and two men watched from the towers that flanked the gate. Barcas waved for his nephew to return with him.

When they reached the camp he spoke, “We can attack at night. There are just two sentries we need to take care of. The rest of the village, when they are awoken, will pursue us.” He pointed to his friend, War Hammer. He was named for the mighty war hammer with a vicious spike and hammer head that he wielded two handed in war. “War Hammer, you and the others will wait in ambush.” He gestured to the trail we had taken, “We will bring the horses in this direction. You will fall upon them.”

Everyone nodded but Bruneus asked, “And what if the horses are hobbled?”

Barcas liked the question for it showed him that his nephew was thoughtful, “They were moving around the pen too freely for that and there were fifty of them.”

“Can we take all fifty?”

“No, that would be too risky. We take as many as we can but we open the gates to the pen and they will run free. In that way we delay any pursuit. To catch us they will have to first recapture their horses.”

“And how do we take the two sentries out? We did not bring javelins.”

Barcas smiled, “I believe that you and Serpus can bring down a bird in flight with your slings. Let us see if your skill can bring us the reward we seek. You will silently strike the sentries with your slings.”

It was clear to all that the five mounted men would be the ones to move the herd.

“If there are no more questions then rest and War Hammer will make the noose of the ambush hard to break.”

Bruneus sat and sharpened his sword. It was his most precious possession. His father had given it to him on the day he became a warrior. Serpus also had one but it was not as good. Barcas came over and sat with his nephew. Bruneus looked up, “Is there honour in stealing horses at night and slaying men without giving warning?”

Barcas chewed thoughtfully on the piece of dried pig’s meat and nodded, “A good question. This raid is not for honour but for horses. It is why we have travelled so far from our home. Your father has fought others in single combat. That was for honour. We do this for the clan. Mounted men have an advantage over those on foot. Some men are destined to fight on foot,” He nodded at Big Nose who was dragging a sharpened stake to the ambush site. “You and I are not. Your father is a chief. His father and mine was a chief. One day you will be the chief and you will ride your horse to battle. You will probably fight on foot too until the clan is well mounted but the horse is the symbol that marks you as a noble.”

“When we have these horses then we will have a clan who is all mounted.”

“No, nephew, we will not for the horses will not have the saddles that allow us to fight from their backs. Eventually, we will.” He ruffled the young warrior’s long hair, “When your father and I are in our graves and you lead the clan then that day might be closer but until then that will just be a dream. The clan has grown and changed since your father led it and you will continue to make the clan stronger. Now get some rest.”

Bruneus shook his head, “First, Serpus and I will see that we have enough round stones for the task in hand.”

Barcas nodded his approval. His nephew had the makings of a good warrior. The two young men looked through their bag of stones. There were five that were as close to perfect as one could get without casting them in lead. The clan did not do that. If they found an enemy who had made their own then it was treasure to be celebrated, for a cast lead ball was harder and flew straighter. The two young Celts had just river stones.

When they woke they saddled their horses. It was only then that they ate and drank. The wine that they drank was well watered. Back in their village they would enjoy the stronger wine that would make them lose their heads. This was a raid and moderation was all. Barcas, dressed in his mail shirt and with a helmet on his head, led the other four towards the sleeping village. They did not ride their horses. Their horses were to be mounted when they had killed the sentries, opened the gate and were driving their treasure towards the ambush. Bruneus stroked the head of his horse, Stormbringer, “This night we both become warriors.” The horse seemed to nod his agreement. 

Bruneus, his shield strapped around his back, followed his uncle. His spear was attached to the saddle. Serpus insinuated himself behind in the same manner. The other older warriors brought up the rear. Serpus knew that their families were not as high in the village as his and status was all. That they had horses at all was down to luck. Serpus’ father had been one of Brennus’ oathsworn and died in battle. His horse was a horse that had carried his father to war. 

There was a slight breeze and the night was a warm one. The smell of night scented flowers and herbs drifted up to them. It was mixed with the dying smell of woodsmoke and the food that had been cooked in the village. The danger was that their horses would alert the animals they intended to raid. Barcas led them so that their smell would not carry to the herd. There was a grove of wild, untended olive trees and Barcas tied the reins of his horse to it. The others chose their own trees. Serpus and Bruneus took out their slings and the best stones that they had each chosen. They knew that if they had to use a second stone then they had failed but Bruneus was a youth who planned as much as he could. His father had taught him that. He was on this raid to learn all he could from his uncle. As they followed Barcas towards the horse pen filled with the milling animals, Bruneus felt the sweat running down his back. It was not hot and the young Celt knew that it had to be nerves. He was angry with himself. A warrior should not have nerves. This was his duty and his role. He served the clan.

They could hear voices and Barcas held up his hand. They stopped and the leader of the warband waved forward the two young warriors with the slings. The two sentries were atop their horses but, obligingly, were close together and just thirty paces from them. The words they had heard were the sentries. Their language was slightly different and because they were not speaking loudly neither Bruneus nor Serpus fully understood what they were saying. It did not matter. The two guards were close enough to be hit. He noticed that they both had the four horned saddles that he had. Bruneus pointed to the sentry on the left and tapped his own chest. Serpus nodded. Neither warrior had ever killed a man. They had slain animals but this would be the first time that they had taken the life of a man. Bruneus was also aware that they had to be quick. They would only have the luxury of one whirr of the sling for the noise would alert the sentries. Bruneus knew that there were two sentries in the tower. The two friends looked at each other and Bruneus mouthed, ‘One, two, three!’ On three they both whirled and then released their stones. The buzz from the slings made the two sentries turn but that merely ensured that they died for the stones smacked into the centres of their foreheads. They fell from their horses and the herd moved away from the two dead men.

Barcas’ wolf like grin was reward enough for Bruneus. He waved for them to bring their horses and he alone entered the pen. By the time the other men returned with the horses Barcas had dragged the two bodies away from the herd. He nodded to the bodies. Bruneus went to the man he had slain. Around his neck he had an amulet made of bronze. It was in the shape of a horse. He took it. The only other thing of value that he had was a long dagger. That too was taken. Serpus took a dagger and a short sword from the other. Barcas mounted his horse and the others emulated him. He had told them what to do the previous night and no one was going to let down their leader. They moved into position behind the herd as Barcas reached down to open the pen. The dead men, the strange horses and the smell of strangers made the horses nervous and noisy. It was as the pen gate was opened that the noise drew the attention of one of the sentries on the tower. A voice shouted in the night. When there was no reply from the dead sentries then the voice became strident. Even Big Nose would have known that the words were shouting an alarm. They slapped the rumps of the horses before them and the animals galloped from the pen towards the waiting ambush. 

Barcas led them and the warriors urged the horses up the trail. The horses did not cooperate. The large number made it impossible to control them all and some split off from the herd and did not follow the trail to the ambush. As the herd milled they did not move as swiftly as Barcas had planned. Had it all gone to plan then the herd would have been spirited away before the men on foot could react. Bruneus learned many lessons that night but this was the first one. Plans could be made but the fates and luck could alter them. As the older riders went to drive back the handful of horses that had headed right Barcas yelled, “Leave them!”

The command came too late for one of the men who was plucked from the back of his horse by an arrow. The other then made the cardinal error of looking down at the dead man. That proved fatal and two arrows slammed into him. Bruneus and Serpus had obeyed Barcas and the horses before them, urged on by the flat of Bruneus’ and Serpus’ swords, raced after Barcas. Other horses had fled left. Their leader was a warrior and he knew his duty. He wheeled his horse so that he no longer led the herd but he joined the two young warriors who were now left behind the herd. The ambush was up the small slope and as the horses were funnelled into the trail so the three warriors found themselves closer to their enemies. Barcas did not have his shield around his back but he held it in his left hand and his spear in his right. It was the shields on their backs that saved the lives of the two young warriors. The arrows sent by the enraged warriors who were chasing them slammed into the wood of their shields. One penetrated Bruneus’ shield and pricked his back.

The delay, as the track narrowed and the herd slowed, helped the men who were chasing them and they sought to slay the three men who had stolen their horses with spears and javelins as well as their bows. Barcas wore a mail shirt but two more arrows hit him and he was wounded. Bruneus did not see them strike. It was only later he realised what had happened. He looked up the trail and knew where the ambush lay. They would soon be there. Indeed, some of the stolen horses were already past Big Nose and War Hammer who were at the fore of the ambush. Bruneus’ second lesson came when he found himself smiling. They had succeeded. As he turned to look at his uncle he knew that he had been premature. There were twenty men from the village who were close behind Barcas. He was slashing with his spear and two men lay writhing on the ground. The third lesson was that hesitation was fatal and instead of turning to go to the aid of Barcas, Bruneus watched and as the spear was thrust into his uncle’s side he belatedly rode back to attack the men who followed. He swung his sword in an arc and was rewarded when it took the top of the head of the bearded, naked warrior wielding a war axe.

Barcas was almost slumped over his horse. He managed to say, “You should have fled.”

Bruneus said nothing but, after sheathing his sword, grabbed the reins of his uncle’s horse as the warriors recovered from the bloody death of the naked leader. Serpus looked around and Bruneus gave his first order, “Follow the plan!”

Barcas was clinging to his pommels but Bruneus could see the blood flowing. The plan was in tatters. The first two men they had lost were supposed to stay with the captured herd while the other three joined in the ambush. That would not happen now. When they passed the last man in the ambush Bruneus let go of the reins of his uncle’s horse and threw himself from his saddle. He swung around his shield and took his spear. Barcas rolled from the back of his horse and fell to the ground. Bruneus saw the blood oozing from his wounds. His uncle smiled, a tendril of blood seeping from the corner of his mouth, “Now you are a warrior. Tell my brother...” He said no more for he was dead.

The clash of arms from behind him told him that any mourning would have to wait. War Hammer was now the leader of the warband and he needed help. With Serpus at his side Bruneus raced back down the trail. The ambush had worked and there were dead men littering it but the man Bruneus had killed was the leader and the warriors wanted vengeance. It was a bloody battle with quarter neither sought nor given. War Hammer was swinging his mighty weapon in a wide arc. As Bruneus stabbed the nearest half naked man in the stomach with his spear, he saw that Big Nose had managed to get hold of a war axe and he was fighting like a wild man. He seemed not to care that he might be wounded. He screamed and roared a challenge. Along with War Hammer they were driving the enemy down the slope. 

Bruneus roared, “For Barcas!” He and Serpus, with shields before them, ran down the path. It was at that moment that three arrows struck War Hammer. Two were in his body and such was his strength that he could have shrugged them off but the one that drove into his screaming open mouth was fatal. He fell and in that moment all sense of order and planning went. The four older men were now dead. Bruneus was the leader and what he should have done was take the ones who survived and head home but he was angry and the blood filled his head. He and Serpus chased the bowmen and the other survivors back to the village. The rest of the warband were also angry and as they caught up with the fleeing men the last of the village warriors were slaughtered. When Big Nose caught up with the archer who had slain War Hammer he swung his axe so hard across the man’s back that he shattered his spine. It was a wild and reckless charge by young warriors but they had slain the older warriors and as the men they fought wore no mail and had no helmets then the wild anger of the raiders prevailed.

The women and children, along with the old, fled. When Bruneus led the young survivors into the village it was empty. Once it had been established that it was empty the men cheered at the victory. For Bruneus it was a hollow one. His uncle was dead. War Hammer, the mighty warrior, had joined him. Bruneus saw that every eye looked to him. He was the leader now and it was up to him to take charge. “Serpus, take two men and bring the horses and our dead here.” Serpus nodded. “Big Nose, have the rest of the men secure the gates.” They had lost half of the men that they had brought. They had more horses but it had come at a high price. How would Bruneus’ father view the deaths?

Big Nose grinned and raised his war axe, “Aye, Bruneus! You are our leader now but I am no longer Big Nose. This day I have earned another name. I avenged War Hammer and I now become War Axe!”
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Bruneus

Chapter 1
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I looked around the village. Everything had happened so quickly that I had not had time to think and I knew that as the new leader it was my responsibility to get the twelve survivors from the raid back to Barcenis. We had taken everything that could be taken: food, horses, saddles, treasure and weapons. We had even taken waterskins and wineskins. I now wore my uncle’s mail shirt and helmet. It honoured him. The mail might be old and need a few minor repairs but it was better than nothing. The bodies of our dead lay in the chief’s roundhouse and kindling lay around it. Serpus and the newly named War Axe watched me expectantly as I stood with the burning brand in my hand. I nodded and shouted, “Barcas, son of Bastrus, you were a great war leader and you led us well. Now lead the dead in the journey to the Otherworld. I will tell the village of your deeds.”

I threw the burning brand into the kindling and stepped back as it whooshed into life. The wind took the smoke and the smell north and west. The roundhouse burned well and when the roof fell in then the bodies began to burn. We knew that the survivors of our raid would have fled to neighbouring clans and retribution would follow. That was why we had burned and not buried them. We did not want our dead despoiled. Once the roundhouse was a pile of ash we mounted our horses. Every warrior now had a horse and a saddle. We had spare horses with the treasure we had gained. Many of the horses had fled to the wild. We had not recaptured all fifty. In truth I did not know how we would have got all the horses back. We all led one horse and a couple of the better riders had two. The raid had achieved what Barcas had intended but it had come at a high price. I pointed Barcas’ spear and led my depleted warband south to ride back to our home. War Axe rode the largest horse. It had been War Hammer’s, Cariosus. His feet did not quite touch the ground but they were close to doing so. The one he had ridden north had not been as big and War Axe’s feet had scraped the earth as he rode. He was our rock at the rear. Serpus and I kept our horses. We knew them and, most importantly, they knew us. Stormbringer had been a colt when he had been given to me. We had learned to be as one together. Serpus rode his jet black Crow and the two of us rode at the fore. 

My friend turned to me when we were well clear of the village. Without horses the survivors would find it hard to pursue us. “You now look like a warrior, Bruneus.”

I was not sure if he was looking for positives to take from what, for me, was a disaster. I shook my head, “I do not feel like one. If I had gone to my uncle’s aid sooner he might have lived.”

Serpus shook his head, “The two arrows that pierced the mail shirt did for him. The spear thrust merely accelerated his end. You could have done nothing.”

I knew that he was right but I hated that I had hesitated. I might not have been able to save him but I would feel better if I had. It was another lesson. The next time I was in such a position I would not hesitate. I hoped the other lessons I might learn would not be as costly.

Serpus and I had been friends since we had been barely able to walk. I think he knew me better than any, even Barcas and my father. He seemed to read my thoughts. “Bruneus, you think too much, that has always been your trouble. Barcas, War Hammer and the others are dead. We all knew that death was a possibility on this raid. It was why your father sent so few older warriors. It was to blood the young ones. We lost but a handful of the young warriors and the others now see you as the leader. Surely that is a good thing. You are the son of the chief and you did what you had to, you led. The village will be safe for your father and the older warriors are guarding it and we have been blooded. The clan has lost warriors but we have shown that we are ready to take their place.”

Serpus’ words were a comfort and as we rode I let them sink in and modify my melancholy. We rode in silence. Everyone was now better armed and mounted. Our horses were laden. We had taken the weapons from the enemy dead as well as their waterskins and blankets. They could be used back in the village. We wasted nothing. We had more horses than when we had left and when we reached our village then more men would become horsemen and we could range further afield. He was right. There had been losses but we were now stronger than we had been. Three days after leaving the raided village we passed the mountains to our right. We paddled through the sea and that seemed symbolic. This was the sea that also lapped on the shore near to Barcenis. We were connected and in another five days we would be home. I began to speculate about the welcome we might receive. War Hammer had no family but the two other older warriors who had fallen had and they would mourn. The parents of the young warriors who had been killed would also mourn but there were enough survivors for there to be a celebration. Perhaps there would be an offering to the gods. Would I be given another name?

Before we neared our home we groomed our horses and combed our hair. I shaved my chin. My helmet hung from one of the pommels of my saddle. My mail shirt was polished. I knew that the two holes made by the arrows would need to be mended but the damage would not be noticed. We all now had spears as well as swords and the spear heads gleamed in the afternoon sunlight. I felt like a conquering hero as I led the warband along the beach to the village. It was easier on the horses. I was already anticipating the accolades as I led the survivors of the raid with the horses we had taken through the village. My father would be sad that his brother had died but pleased, I knew, that his son had taken the reins and led the warband and the treasure that was the horses back to the village. We left the beach to head to the road that ran down the coast. It was just a hunting trail that was so well used it had become packed earth but we called it a road. It swung around to pass the gatehouse of the village. The first sign of trouble we saw were the boats drawn up on the beach. They should have been out fishing. The next sight that jarred were the barred gates. Serpus saw that something was not right, too. We both looked around but there was no sign of an enemy. Even so a leader was cautious. “Swing your shields around and be prepared to let loose the horses.” I donned my helmet and we moved down the packed earth of the road to the palisade that surrounded the village.

It was old Gerontius, the fisherman, who rose from the wall above the gatehouse at the sound of our approach. He looked like a skeleton. When we had left he was hale and hearty for someone who had seen fifty summers. “Bruneus, it is good that you have come but you cannot enter.”

“Why not? Where is my father?”

“Your father, mother and the rest of your family are dead. A plague struck the village the day after you left. The gods abandoned us. I was with the ships and we were fishing and a storm kept us at sea longer than normal. By the time we returned, half of the village was already grievously sick and some were dying. The rest were ready to follow. We should have stayed outside of the walls but men wanted to see their families. We caught the plague too. We are doomed to die. Each day more die and now there are just four of us left. I was waiting for the raiders to return. I hoped to see Barcas leading you but...This is fate and you are now the leader of the clan!”

“What clan? These are all that survive!”

He shrugged. The movement made him cough and splutter. Blood and phlegm came from his mouth. “Then you start again. Bring the boats next to the wall. I will return when I can. If I do not come for one whole day then burn the boats and the village. Let this plague die with us. Farewell!”

“How did the plague come?”

He shook his head, “All I know is that a merchant was seen riding from the south. Neither his horse nor he were in the village when we returned.” He shook his head, “The gods...” He descended the ladder and was lost to sight.

Some of the younger warriors wanted to enter but Gerontius’ words had struck home. I was the leader of the clan. I was not ready but I had to step up and take the responsibility. “We do as Gerontius said. Keep one boat so that we can fish while we wait and pile the rest outside the gatehouse. Hobble the horses and make a camp by the beach.” I spoke as the leader. I had always known that one day I would lead the clan but my father had not been a weak man. I had expected to wait for years for such a momentous change in my life. The raid had been part of my preparation for leadership. Now all that was undone. The gods had toyed with me. Perhaps my father had not sacrificed enough to satisfy the gods but it was hard to see what sacrifice would have prevented this disaster. I had made another important decision and already I was changing. The clan was destroyed. It had not been our doing and perhaps our raid was meant to save the blood of the clans. I did not think of that at the time, I was just wondering what I should do.

The men I led had obeyed me. That was not a surprise. Serpus, War Axe and I were the eldest. Serpus and I had been horsemen and I was seen as a noble. It was natural that the others did as I had told them. The problem was that I did not know what to do next. A leader did not consult. He made decisions. We still had food from the raid and as the men dragged the boats next to the wall I said, “We need food. The men must eat.” We had lived off cold rations on the road but now we needed a hot meal. 

One of the younger warriors, Alerix, said, “I watched my mother cook. I will make us something to eat.”

I barely knew the youth. He was slightly tubbier than the others and perhaps that was because his mother was such a good baker. He had seemed too gentle to be a warrior and yet had acquitted himself well on the raid. I had not bothered about such things when I had been living the life of the son of the chief. As the warriors placed the boats where Gerontius had said I looked at the others. Outside of War Axe and Serpus I did not know them well. Now they were all that was left. I had to learn more about them. Glaucus and Trismus had been closer to me but they had died back on the raid. I would use my eyes.

Although I knew Serpus the best he still surprised me for he took charge of the horses and ordered the men take the horses to graze. I suppose I should have given the order. I realised that I should not have been surprised by Serpus’ command. The two of us were the best riders and knew horses better than the rest. What did come as a revelation to me was that while I sat outside the walls worrying about what to do, Serpus just got on with it. War Axe, in contrast, was still the same man he had been before he took up the axe. He did not think overmuch and the new war axe had elevated him. He had a whetstone and was sharpening the blade. I would have to make sure that he was well employed. He would need to be ordered to do everything. As night fell and the smell of Alerix’s food drifted over to me I decided that when we had eaten I would speak to them all. My father had used a council of older warriors to help him make decisions. War Hammer and my uncle had been two of the councillors. There was nothing wrong with consulting but a leader led. A leader made decisions. I was the leader. We ate and the food was tasty but I had no appetite. In the space of less than a month I had lost everyone that was dear to me and I was left to lead a dozen warriors. What were we to do?

When we had eaten I felt every eye upon me. I sighed and stood, “I know that you all want answers. There are so many questions that I fear that is impossible. You want to know what we will do and, to be honest, those questions race around inside my head too.” I waved a hand at the walls behind me. “This was not expected. The deaths of warriors in battle could be understood but this...this is something I cannot comprehend.”

It was Bellerix who spoke first in the silence that followed, “Perhaps some may live. Gerontius is a fisherman. What does he know of disease?”

Serpus shook his head, “He knows more of disease than we do. Did you not hear how he tried to keep the men from entering the village but they did not heed his words? It doomed him and the others.”

I nodded and sat, “And the other is how quickly this plague spread. We have not been away for a long time and yet the disease has taken hold. I am not sure what we do in the future but I know one thing, when there are none left alive we burn the village and none shall enter.” I glared at them all, especially Bellerix, “None!”

War Axe and Serpus nodded and that decided the matter. My word would be upheld because I had two men backing me.

War Axe was still stroking the new weapon, almost as though it was a child. He said, “I do not want to be a fisherman or a farmer.” He left unsaid what he wanted to be but we all knew. 

Serpus put the unspoken thoughts into words, “You would have us become warriors?”

War Axe smiled and held up the axe, “This shows we are warriors. We defeated a village and we had but a handful of veterans. They died well but we took the animals and burned the village. Had we so chosen we could have taken the women as prizes too.”

I stood again, “If you would be a bandit then do so, but not I.”

There was silence and then Serpus said, “One night when I was on watch War Hammer spoke to me. He said he was thinking of leaving the clan.” We all looked in surprise at Serpus. No one ever left the clan. “He was my uncle and I think he was warning me. His own family were dead. His son, my cousin, did not live beyond his sixth summer and his wife died giving birth to another son. I was like the son he never had. I think the raid was his chance to show me how to be a warrior. He said that he heard the Carthaginians were hiring warriors such as him to fight in their wars against the Romans. There is a general called Hamilcar Barca. He fights in Sicily and my uncle said the Carthaginians pay well. It was a chance to do something he knew he was good at, being a warrior. I think he hoped I would go with him.”

Silence followed. Serpus was honest and War Hammer had been a well-respected warrior. If he thought it was a good idea then it might just be.

I could see that War Axe liked the idea but he said nothing. He looked at me. I was the leader. Whatever I decided he would do. I asked, “Where is this Sicily?”

“Across the seas to the east and close to the land of the Romans.”

It was a chance to say no for how would we get to Sicily? 

Serpus added, “But they are recruiting here, on the mainland. My uncle said they were at Gades.”

We did not know how far away that was but we knew that Gades was at the southwestern tip of the mainland. We lived closer to the north and east. I knew that if I said we would go it would defer a decision. Much could happen between our village and Gades.

I measured my words carefully, “If you wish to go to fight for the Carthaginians then I will lead you. Barcas put that responsibility on my shoulders. If you wish to stay here and build a new village then I will do that too.”

I knew it was the coward’s way out. I was not leading but letting them make the decision. I did not like what I was doing but I was afraid.

War Axe just grinned, “That is an easy one. I would find the Carthaginians and become a warrior.”

Serpus smiled at our friend’s enthusiasm and he nodded, “It seems to me that we went to get horses to become mounted warriors. We now have those horses. I think we travel to Gades and become better horsemen on that journey.”

I looked at Bellerix, “And you, Bellerix, what do you say?”

He shook his head, “I think that my words will not change the opinion of any and the silence and the smiles around this fire tell me that everyone wishes to go to Gades. What I say is that I would have things the way that they were. I would have my mother, father, brother and two sisters alive and in our home. I would seek to court Alesia, Alerix’s sister and marry her but the gods have taken that from me. I am not sure that I wish to be a warrior but I do not wish to be alone. I will come.”

I waited for any dissension and there was none, “Then until we leave we become better horsemen and warriors.” I patted War Axe on the head, “My friend here seems to be in love with his weapon. Perhaps we should all become as attached.”

That brought a smile to everyone until Bellerix said, “And that means we leave when all are dead and we burn our past.” It was not said with any malice. He was stating a fact and it ended the smiles. The funeral pyre of Barcenis was not something to smile about.

I spoke, that night, about my uncle and the conversation we had about the name of the clan. “The Clan of the Eagle is no more.”

Sercix said, “But we are the Clan of the Eagle.”

“And when was the last time you saw an eagle?” My question silenced him. “My uncle and father liked wolves. Barcas told me how the wolf leader protects the clan. A wolf is a warrior but he fights with his brothers as a pack. I think we become the Clan of the Lone Wolf for we will be alone in a sea of enemies. We will all be the best warrior that we can be but like any pack, our strength will come from fighting alongside our brothers. What say you? Will you be my brothers?” Everyone looked to Serpus and War Axe. When they smiled and nodded, the others all did so. I stood and put my hand out, “Swear an oath to me and we shall become the Clan of the Lone Wolf.” They all put their hands on mine. I took out my dagger and cut into the palm. The blood oozed from the wound, “I would make it a blood oath.”

Hostus said, “But that is an oath until death.”

I said, solemnly, “I know.”

Starting with Serpus and War Axe the others all copied me. We put our hands together and the blood mingled and then dropped to the sand. It would be part of the land long after we were dead. We were leaving but part of us would remain.

“I swear that the Clan of the Lone Wolf will never leave a wolf behind and we will be faithful unto death.”

They all chorused, “I swear that the Clan of the Lone Wolf will never leave a wolf behind and we will be faithful unto death.”

It was done and the clan was born even as the last of the old clan lay dying inside the wooden walls of Barcenis.

When Gerontius appeared on the walls, the next day, we heard him before we saw him. The sounds were those of his feet dragging wearily up the ladder and his coughing. We heard his retching as he neared the fighting platform. When he peered over the top I thought I was seeing a freshly dug up corpse. I approached until he held up his hand, “No further. I am the last. My brother died last night. I have dragged all the bodies into the chief’s hall. I have laid a trail of kindling from the gate to the hall. I will say goodbye.” He looked at the sky, “I do not think there will be rain. Light your fire when you are ready, Bruneus, Chief of the Clan of the Eagle.”

“But what of you?”

“If I live to reach the hall I will be surprised. Farewell.” As if to confirm his words he began to cough and retch. I saw blood come from his mouth and he stumbled away. We heard his footsteps and then we heard a fall as if he had been tripped. 

I shouted, “Gerontius! Gerontius!” There was silence. I turned and saw the others, open mouthed, and their eyes filled with the horror of what we had seen. Men had died on the raid but their end had been far better than the end of Gerontius and our people.

That was the time for a leader to make a decision. “Fetch kindling to the boats by the gate. Serpus and War Axe, fetch three brands from the fire.”

We heard the noise of a body falling to the ground. It cracked as it struck dried kindling. The silence was almost painful. Gerontius had died. He had been right and not even made the hall. I realised what courage and strength lay in that old fisherman. It took time to gather kindling. The gods were favouring us for the breeze came from the sea. That would not only take the fire to the hall it would also keep the stink of burning flesh from our camp.

I raised my brand, “Farewell, Clan of the Eagle.” I threw the brand into the kindling. It was bone dry and it whooshed into life as flames raced up the wooden walls to consume the place that Gerontius had occupied just a few moments earlier. My two friends did the same and then, one by one, the rest of the warriors each threw a brand. We would share the burden and I was heartened. The fishing boats flared into life and the flames seemed to roar up to the heavens. When we saw the flames suddenly rise from the middle of the village we knew that the hall was on fire. Gerontius had done his part. The pall of smoke that rose also took our families into the sky. It was good.

I turned and drew my sword, “The Clan of the Eagle is no more. We hunt together and we fear no man. Now we are the Clan of the Lone Wolf.” I raised my sword. Every one of the men took out his weapon and raised it in the air, copying my words.

Despite the breeze taking the stink to the west we could still smell the burning flesh. The gate and wall burned first and when they crumbled we were able to look and see the village that had nurtured us for so many years. Through the swirling smoke and flames we saw the huts flaring in the air and each man looked at the place that they had called home. No one spoke but no one could take their eyes from it. The last building to crumble into a pile of ash was the hall. The intricately carved doorposts were no more. The drinking horns, the tables, the sleeping furs, everything was consumed along with the bodies. All that I could think of was Gerontius as he had dragged the dead to the hall. Once the last of his comrades had died he did it alone. He had slept in a cemetery. Gerontius became a hero to me. He had not been a warrior. I do not think he even owned a sword but he had died with more honour than any man I knew, Barcas included. He had died saving the clan.

I waited until just smoke and ash remained before I gave my next order. “I want the boat taken out to sea. We need fish for our journey south. We need as much game hunted as we can. We will dry the fish and salt the meat. It will take us many days to travel the length of this land and we need to avoid settlements.”

War Axe frowned, “Why?”

I smiled, “If you were in a village and saw thirteen armed warriors coming down the road would your first thought be, ‘how do we make them welcome’?” I saw him understand and nod. “We will not behave as bandits but we need
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