


Chapter Eight

Morcant’s Story

The air reeks of bloodied men. They ride with the stench of corpses. The stink of smoke is in their hair, in their clothes, on their skin. Their horses are terrified and so is their dog, a war hound trained to yield to men. The female is beside me, readying her weapons with quick, practised movements. I watch her from the corner of my eye. She is straining to see what is ahead. I can’t see anything but I don’t need to, I can hear them. Four men – two on horseback, two on foot trailing a little way behind. I can taste them.

There’s a small chance that they will pass us by – if we keep still – but it doesn’t seem likely. The river draws them here– as it drew me; its rushing waters can be heard for miles.

Trista swallows hard when she sees them. I feel her whole body tense. She trembles and I don’t blame her. Two against two mounted men, two foot soldiers and a war dog are not good odds. Worse, the riders are both broad, grizzled men with the tough look of veterans. I’ve no doubt Trista knows what she is doing but she’s young and even with the mail shirt to lend her bulk, she seems slight for her height. Neither of the mounted men is wearing armour, though they have shields strapped across their backs. I note the glint of gemstones on the scabbard of the oldest man, the gleam of gold around his neck. My companion points to him and mouths ‘Chief’. This is her sworn enemy? I take a closer look. He may have a torque as thick as a snake around his throat but he has no helmet, no chin guard, no mail, nothing but a singed tunic and a fur-lined cloak to protect him. The silver fur is wolfskin; my stomach churns. The wolfskin jogs a memory: I’ve seen this man before. He’s the one who attacked Julius. It is thanks to him that I was left alone with Lucius. I’ve more reasons to hate him than the female knows. I glance at her. The muscles on her face bunch where she is grinding her teeth. Her sweat is soured with fear. We freeze as the war band approaches and make no sound.

It is the dog who senses us first. The female’s human stink is strong. He snarls and barks and comes within ten paces of our hiding place. I’d like to finish him straight away. I want to tear his throat out with my teeth. The woman looks at me questioningly and points to the site of our campfire. If we stay where we are, we’ll be cut down: we don’t have room to unsheathe our swords and if we were to try we’d be more threat to each other than to our enemy. She is right. We have to take a stand. We are going to have to face them in the open. The woman leans very close to me and mouths, ‘I’ll frighten the horses and take the Chief.’ She indicates the torque with her hands. ‘You take the other one.’ She mimes a stabbing action with her spear. It won’t work, of course. I watch as she leans Lucius’ shield against the bush. She looks at me and I realise that she intends to fight without it and means me to do the same. Fighting without a shield is at least a quick way to die. She hands me her spear then stoops to pick up a fallen tree branch, thick as my forearm, and a handful of stones.

The riders up their pace. The Chief is spurring his mount on, yelling to his men to find out what the ‘blasted cur’ is barking about. I don’t like this man, which is good because the fierce female is about to try to kill him. She’s looking at me. She’s telling me to be ready. I see her breathing deeply, rapidly, building herself into the warrior frenzy of a tribesman. Her scent is no longer tainted with terror.

Her timing is good – when the men are barely five paces away she hurls herself out of our hiding place, screaming a war cry. She flings a handful of stones from her left hand right into the eyes of the nearest horse and, startled, it rears up. I follow her. Now I understand. I throw her spear to her left hand. She catches it cleanly, running towards the second horse. Bright flames bloom from the branch in her right hand and the second horse rears up. These ponies are not chariot-trained for battle and the mounted men struggle to retain their seats. My target slips gracelessly to the ground. I aim my spear carefully and take him cleanly in the chest as he falls. A surprising hit – I’m not usually that good. I don’t stop to see how the woman fares – there’s no time. The other two men are running towards me, their swords drawn and their mouths open as they scream war cries of their own. Screaming is a waste of breath. Real soldiers, legionaries, favour the calm deliberation of killing to order. We don’t waste energy on frenzy. My own gladius, my short sword, is already in my hand, though I don’t remember drawing it. It’s not the best weapon for hand-to-hand combat. I feel naked without my shield, defenceless without my cohort beside me, but this is a new kind of fighting and I’m ready for it.

One of the men is shrieking at the dog to attack. I can see that the man is breathless and limping. He is already injured and hoping that the dog will do his killing for him. The dog bounds towards me, saliva dripping from his muzzle, his eyes red. I bare my teeth and growl. The sound startles me as much as it frightens the war dog. He whimpers, flattens his ears to his head, his tail between his legs, and backs away from me. That’s it, little brother! Cower before your betters and trot off! The dog’s response shocks the warrior, who checks his limping run. His comrade in arms is on me now too. I snarl a warning. They are wary. The dog still whimpers and keeps his distance, refusing their orders to attack me. They are no more than a pace away now. Someone cries out in agony and shock. I think it must be the Chief and one of my opponents turns away to sprint to his aid. The woman must be winning her battle.

The limping warrior’s sword is raised ready to strike me, but he has no real stomach for this fight – I see it in his eyes. As he steps the final pace towards me I dance out of his way so that the first hack of his butcher’s blade misses me entirely. His long shield catches me a glancing blow on the arm and that in itself is almost enough to knock me over. Now that I am closer to him I can see that his shoulder is a mess of dried blood. I can hear the agony in the timbre of his voice: the cry he gives is not of aggression but of pain. I am so close his breath is in my face. To me he already smells of defeat. I act quickly and I stab at his chest before he has time to raise his longsword a second time. I put my strength behind the thrust and time it right. He buckles. I don’t flatter myself that I could better him were he fit, but he is not fit and I finish him cleanly. A mail shirt would have saved him and I am pleased that the female wears Lucius’. It might keep her alive long enough for me to help her. I grab the sword from my enemy’s dead hand and sheathe my gladius. It’s a while since I have held a Keltic weapon, but the length and heft and weight of it seem natural to me. It’s a fine weapon with a well-honed edge and I am grateful I did not feel its deadly touch. I am alive. My blood sings with the joy of it and I run towards the woman.

She has a fighter’s focus. She grunts with the effort of fending off the powerful attack of the Chief’s man. It would have been easier with a shield to absorb the blows. She has nothing but her own sword to keep his blade from biting home. Desperately she parries each slashing sword stroke. She is using her own sword two-handed, bracing against the impact of each powerful hit. Thus far her blade has not shattered and she has not weakened, but she is yet to find an opening to counter-attack. She’s tiring. It is in the lines of her face, the grimness in her eyes.

Her opponent wears no protective armour. I come up quickly behind him and with one clean two-handed blow hamstring him. His scream sends all the birds from the treetops and he crumples to the ground. She finishes him cleanly. The ground is pink where blood is diluted by slush, red and dark where it has pooled next to the fallen Chief. There are other men nearby – I can smell them. Maybe they’re the Chief’s reinforcements.

I yell, with what breath I have left, ‘Let’s get away from here!’

She nods. Her blackened mail is stained with blood, though I don’t think it is hers. She’s panting with exertion. ‘Thanks,’ she says, letting her sword arm drop. She’s lost her helmet somehow in her struggle and her face is splattered with gore. She bends over to recover her breath, gasping. Her sword is also stained and her hands tremble with weakness. She did well to fend the warrior off and without her I would have been dead within the first minute of this fight, mown down by the mounted warriors.

The Chief is not dead. He groans, a sound of such agony that I am about to kill him as I would an animal to end his suffering, but the female shakes her head.

‘He doesn’t deserve a swift end,’ she says and I am glad that, for now at least, she’s not my enemy.





Chapter Eighteen

Trista’s Story

The wolf is huge, bigger than ever, a great grey and tawny beast, his muzzle stained with blood, his breath stinking of offal. At the same time, I want to run from him in terror and throw my arms round his neck in gratitude. He saved me. I would have died in the woods if he had not turned wolf and created a diversion. It was a man’s plan to make such good use of the wolf’s body. Morcant the man, the pale shadow of the vital flesh-and-blood wolf, is awake and partly in control. It is hard to see him in the afternoon light, but his smile warms me. I’m sure that he didn’t know he could transform in the daytime and neither did I. In all the stories I can remember of a druid shapeshifting, none took place in the sunlight.

I watch the wolf lope away into the distance until I am alone. This sudden daytime metamorphosis is yet another important thing I haven’t foreseen. I have the most useless of gifts.

I take the bloody meat and wrap it in Morcant’s tunic. I’m not yet so hungry that I can eat raw meat and I dare not build a fire here where the Romans could return. I am hungry, of course I am, but more than anything I’m glad to be alive. Birds sing and shafts of bright sunlight pierce through the treetops dappling the ground with alternating light and shadow. The air is sweet with the scent of rotting leaves and the damp loamy smell of the earth. The gods of the forest are gracious and I whisper my thanks.

By dusk I’m less grateful. My feet are blistered and I’m hungry enough to slice strips of raw venison with my sword to chew as I walk. I’m grateful for a strong set of teeth. I take stock. I have very little idea of where I am. I cannot walk to the River Sabrina, or at least not easily. We might be in Brigante lands by now, but I cannot be sure. Our lands are extensive and change hands with regularity. It doesn’t matter. The time has come to beg, buy or bully my way into getting help. There is a limit to how much I can achieve alone and I’ve reached it. I need a guide or at least some advice and directions on the best way of finding Caratacus. I need a horse, some warm and suitable clothes to wear and most of all I need to rest. I am hanging on to the here and now by the thinnest skein of the finest yarn ever spun. I dare not stop battling for a moment or the visions will overwhelm me. Morcant, I need you. I want to call out to him, but I know that would be stupid.

The forest becomes another world after dark, a place of hidden things, of mysteries and dense textured shadows. I keep seeing things out of the corner of my eye, monsters and ghouls from the druids’ fireside tales. Perhaps I am overwrought with the effort of not having visions, but now that I’ve known companionship I don’t want to spend a night here alone. I hear a sound, a movement behind me. The hairs on the back of my neck lift and I draw my sword. I strain my eyes in the growing gloom. It occurs to me that in carrying a lump of raw meat around I’m tempting every carnivore in the area. ‘Who’s there?’ My voice shakes and it is probably stupid to make a noise, but I am not thinking rationally.

‘Trista!’

It is Morcant returned to himself again and hiding behind a tree. I feel a surge of joy and relief. I sheathe my sword and walk towards him holding out my cloak. Our fingers touch briefly as he takes it from me, but there is no terrible vision, just the steady warmth of his hand. I am loath to take mine away.

He wraps himself in the cloak and emerges from his hiding place. He should look ridiculous: the cloak reaches only to his knees and reveals too much muscular, hairy leg. There is mud in his hair and a long scratch down his face. He doesn’t look ridiculous; he looks magnificent and he is smiling. There are lots of things I want to say but all I manage is: ‘What happened to your face?’

‘Another wolf.’

I don’t have to ask more. I see that he won that fight; it is in the set of his shoulders, in the shadow wolf’s high tail. He exudes a new confidence, even happiness. For some reason I’m irritated by that. I’m hungry and tired and far from happy. Only I’m smiling too. He speaks and even his human voice now has the deep growling resonance of the wolf.

‘I’ve had a look around. That Roman troop has moved on and is heading away from us. I think we’re safe for the moment.’

‘Good. That’s good.’

‘There is a village a way over there.’ He points north. That’s useful information too. There are benefits to travelling with a wolf. There are more benefits to travelling with Morcant.

‘Thanks for . . . you know, distracting them.’

He shrugs as if it were nothing. ‘Did you know you were turning?’

He shakes his head. He still holds his hand as if it were a paw. This Morcant does not waste words.

‘I needed to run and I run better as a wolf.’ All trace of his guilt and distress has disappeared. This Morcant seems proud of the wolf. Perhaps he only hates being the beast when the wolf is asleep?

‘We have to go into the village. I need better clothes, supplies.’

‘I can hunt. We should stay away from people, they only bring trouble. The village could be Parisi. What if they are allies of the Chief? What if they’re allies of Rome?’

‘It’s risky, but I don’t know where we are and I need help to get where I need to go.’ He doesn’t ask me where that is. I’ve yet to tell him how my plans have changed.

‘I don’t know how or when I’m going to turn, Trista,’ he says. ‘This time it happened because I needed it to. Other times . . .’ He shrugs, making even that gesture look wolfish. ‘I can’t promise that I won’t turn wolf in the village. When the wolf is with me, we are one – as a beast or as a man – it feels the same.’ He looks at me with wolf’s eyes. Slowly and deliberately, he takes my hand.

‘You are one,’ I say and cover his grubby, awkward human hand with mine. I press down on his long fingers so that they curl over my own, as a man’s hand can and a wolf’s paw can’t. ‘Without the wolf you are not fully yourself. He is part of you. You are one soul, two natures.’

‘Is that true?’

‘It’s what I learned from the druid.’

‘Pity you learned nothing more useful.’ He squeezes my hand very gently to take the sting from his words. I am very aware of his human body so close to me, and of his animal body somewhere nearby. He came back for me. Twice. Nothing else matters.

It is too far to travel to the village so we make camp. I build a fire and cook the venison. I’ve never tasted anything more delicious. It’s so long since I’ve eaten meat – there was none in the Chief’s hall. I’d almost forgotten how good it tastes. With every mouthful I feel myself growing stronger. Morcant eats nothing. The wolf has had his fill.

The wolf falls asleep first. I gather he had good hunting. I can see his silvery outline in the firelight lying prone and breathing deeply.

Morcant’s face softens as the wolf sleeps. The change is subtle but I’m beginning to know him now and I notice at once. His voice is lighter without the base notes of the beast. He sounds younger and speaks more tentatively.

‘Did you mean what you said? Am I really only a half man without the wolf?’

‘I didn’t say that.’

‘I think you did.’ He sounds hurt.

I put more wood on the fire. We are sitting close together for warmth and share the one cloak we have between us. He has grown silent, brooding. I’m too tired to speculate on the nature of a werewolf. I’m so tired I’m struggling to keep my eyes open. ‘Morcant, how many werewolves do you think I know?’I sound
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