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Prologue
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THE BOY SHIVERED, BUT he was not cold. He had run through white-mantled fields and silent woods, his leather-soled shoes sinking deep in places, his blood in spate, pulsing in his ears: a ceaseless rhythm that he would not fall behind.

It was late in the day. The sun was low, a bronze disc, and the boy’s own shadow lay stretched across the snow, tall and misshapen, like the spirit of the man he would one day become, looking back at the child he now was.

There!

He stood on a low rise, bare black oaks behind him, a valley below, breathing hard, so that clouds of fog wreathed his head, forming and dissipating with the rise and fall of his chest.

There they are!

He was far from home now and he knew his mother would be worried for him and angry at him for running away. There was a distant thrill in that knowing, but it was nothing compared with the fire that filled him now at the sight below.

He uttered a curse. A man’s words from a boy’s lips, but it felt right, for even a boy of just ten winters knows when he is about to witness something that might never be seen again.

He counted, taking his time because every one mattered.

‘Seventy-eight,’ he said at last, when he was sure. Seventy-eight men and horses, milling in clouds of steaming breath. Helmets and spear blades and ringmail as grey and dull as the clouds now moving in from the north, and the dark blood red of woollen tunics and cloaks and the dyed horsehair plumes flowing from their helmets. And round shields strapped on their left arms, painted red with a yellow ring enclosing a blue circle around the iron boss at the centre, so that it seemed each man carried the strange eye of some foreign god from distant, sun-scorched lands where Roman shrines were slung with smoke fragrant with myrrh, lavender and frankincense.

There was snow on the air now. The boy looked up, closed his eyes, felt for a moment the soft caress of it on his skin. Each snowflake landing like a mother’s gentle kiss. Normally he would revel in the promise of a flurry, but this was no time for childish amusements. He opened his eyes and turned his face down to the valley, squinting as the snow came at him on a cool breath laced with leather and lanolin and the sweet, pungent scent of horses.

Those horses and their masters were moving, forming two lines facing west towards the setting sun. Men checking straps and helmets and pushing their cloaks back to free sword hilts. The animals nickering and neighing and pawing at the brittle snow with their iron-shod hooves. Perhaps they, too, felt the weight of the moment. Somehow sensed the passing of an age in the fading light.

The boy had never seen their like. Many folk did not believe they existed at all beyond tales gilded by firelight and fable, for they were said to have left the Dark Isles with the usurper Magnus Maximus. If that were true, then these horse soldiers were ghosts, or else the boy was still tucked in his furs and dreaming.

But no. Ghosts only walked abroad on Samhain, and one did not feel snowflakes on one’s eyelids in a dream. What the boy was seeing was real, he knew. Flesh, blood and bone. The last of the horse soldiers. Men left behind at the western edge of a withering empire. The last equites Romani in a twilight time.

But it was not enough to see them at a distance and through snow blur, so he sucked a cold breath across his teeth, bent to tie the ankle thong of his left shoe which had worked loose, and ran.

He flew down the hill, light as the kittiwakes he had seen dipping to forage at the grey rolling furrows in Tintagel bay, his cloak reaching out behind, and his long, tangled hair untouched by the falling snow. He almost outstripped his own legs and fell, but his feet caught up and came down surely to the level ground, where he stopped and bent at the waist. Sucked in air slung thick with the rich smells of those men and horses: the fresh dung and urine of the animals – but not just the animals – that stained the white blanket unfolding on the land, and the horses’ hay-scented breath and the sour tang of wine from the men themselves, and the onions from their last meal, and the old sweat in their tunics, and the grease which kept saddle and tack supple and kept rust off mail and blades.

A man at the rear had seen the boy and now others twisted in their saddles. He felt their eyes on him like heat but he stood their fierce gaze, even straightened under it and gave one dark-skinned soldier a nod, as of one man to another, and the soldier grinned.

The boy heard a murmuring and knew he was the cause of it, and then the one who had acknowledged him turned his gelding away from the rest and walked it towards the boy. His companions turned back to face their front and stretched their spines and necks to look over or between their fellow riders. For something was happening across the snow plain which the boy could not see from where he stood. Not that his eyes had any will of their own to tear away from the man and beast walking towards him now, the man sheathed in steel helmet and rings of iron, and the gelding clad in boiled-leather armour on head and breast, and steam rising from it like smoke.

The boy’s breath caught in his chest. Fear scuttled up his back and nestled at the nape of his neck, but he held his ground, planted in that deeper snow so that he could feel the cold seeping into his toes and the small bones of his feet. He looked from the man to the spear gripped lightly in his right hand, its vicious blade accusing the snow-hazed sky, and he guessed that the spear, which he knew to be the legendary Sarmatian lance, was three times as long as he, the boy, was high. The rider could lower that spear blade and thrust it down with no more effort than a man spitting a fish caught in a pool at ebb tide.

Still the boy did not run, and the spear did not tip as the rider pressed his thighs to his mount’s flanks and sat back, halting close enough that the smell of man and beast, of steel and leather and damp wool, came over the boy like memories.

‘What are you doing here, boy?’ the man asked, looking beyond him and up the hill as if seeking the boy’s family. The voice was light, not guttural as the boy had expected, though the accent came as no surprise, for his skin was dark as burnt umber and the eyes held in them the ghosts of other lands and peoples.

‘I wanted to see the horses charge,’ the boy said. ‘Is there going to be a battle?’

The soldier half turned to look at his companions, who were moving with practised ease, the whole company forming into three lines, knee to knee, spear points lowered now, the staves resting across their horses’ backs in front of the saddles. Like this man, as well as the lance they all carried several light javelins in a case behind the saddle.

‘There’ll be a fight, boy. Has to be.’ His breath fogged in the air and he lifted his chin. ‘You should get back up there where it’s safe. No place for a boy, this.’ The horse snorted twin plumes of hot breath and pulled its great head around, seeming to glare at the boy through one of the eye-holes in the hardened leather shaffron covering its face. That head armour had been worked with cloth and oil until it looked like polished oak, yet there were deep scars and scratches in it still, just as there were dents and abrasions on the man’s steel helmet and on the cheek plates which obscured much of his face.

‘I’m not afraid,’ the boy said, balling his fists at his sides.

One dark eyebrow lifted to the helmet’s rim. ‘I have a boy about your age.’ His lips pursed. ‘A little bigger, perhaps.’ He glanced left and right at the falling snow and then, through that shifting confusion, at the wide valley floor which was almost featureless but for a few skeletal trees: crab apple and birch and, a distance off, three white willow, thick with snow, silent sentinels guarding some unseen waterway. ‘Off with you, lad. Your people will be worried.’

The drone of a war horn carried on the thin air, and the boy knew it had not come from the equites but from the enemy somewhere beyond the swirling veils.

‘I must go,’ the horse soldier said. His hand came up to the helmet thong knotted beneath his chin, then he extended his left arm with the small round shield strapped to the upper part, as though testing his own limbs in their joints.

‘Are you afraid?’ the boy asked.

The man considered the question. ‘A little,’ he said. ‘The enemy are many and we are few.’ He turned his head and spat into the snow. ‘Death comes to all men. But I would see my wife and son again … if the gods will it.’

The boy wondered what kind of father the man was. Wondered if he beat his son. If he rutted with women who were not his wife.

‘Before you go …’ The man reached behind himself, his free hand working nimbly at something, then he pulled a rolled fur back around and held it out towards the boy. ‘It’s bear,’ he said. ‘Keep you warm up there … if you stay to watch.’

For a moment the boy just stood, wary of going closer, of accepting a gift from a stranger.

The man lifted the fur, then threw it at the boy, who caught it in two hands. ‘I’ll have it back after.’

‘I will look for you,’ the boy said, though he wondered how he would recognize this man among so many similarly armoured men and horses.

The man saw the question in him. ‘I’ll be the one without the rolled fur behind his saddle.’ He half smiled, then once more lifted his chin at the hill behind the boy. ‘Now, go.’

The boy nodded and turned and ascended, slipping now and then but never dropping the fur, which he clutched in raw hands. Only once did he look back to see the horse soldier walking his mount away to join the turma, his long red helmet plume swaying with the animal’s easy gait. His cloak the colour of old blood. And when the boy came to the crown and turned and looked back over his own tracks and those of the rider, and at the white distance through his own clouding breath, his heart kicked in his chest and he felt his eyes swell, pulling at the taut skin of his face. For the enemy gathering there, two good arrow-shots away from the equites, was a war host. A mustering of warriors that any bard would liken in number to the leaves on a tree, or the pebbles on a sea-licked shore, or the stars in the black vault of the sky.

‘Balor’s eyes,’ he said, the adult oath again feeling appropriate. He unrolled the bear skin and threw it around his shoulders, surprised that it smelled faintly of fish. He was cold now. The chill that had been all around him, yet kept off by his excitement, was in him now. Seeping deep into his flesh and seeking his heart.

‘I should have asked his name.’ The words shivered from his lips. Then the war horn sounded again, and the boy looked amongst the enemy swarm for their leader, for surely he must be a man worth seeing.

There! He caught a glimpse through the slanting snow. There, in the heart of the host which darkened the land like a stain. A big man amongst big men, swathed in furs like most of the others, and gripping a spear and shield as they did, but this one was their chieftain, he knew it. There was no telling what was beard and what was fur, but he wore an iron helmet, as did the thirty or so comprising his personal guard, his hearthmen. Most among his war host had no such war gear but wore leather skull caps or hats of fur, and the only iron they owned was that of their spear blades or axe heads.

But the boy had not run so far through this white day to see such as they. Low men. Farmers perhaps, or fishermen in their own land across the grey sea. Men desperate enough to take ship and make war in these Dark Isles. And so he brought his gaze back to the near distance, where a different race sat tall upon their noble beasts. Horse lords. Gods of war in bronze and iron. Warriors from a time now past, waiting in the snow like a dream fading with the dawn.

They cannot fight so many, the boy thought. They should not fight. And yet he wanted them to, and he was old enough to feel the shame in such a wish; wanting men to wade into blood when there could be no hope.

He gritted his teeth. ‘There is always hope,’ he said.

The leader of the horse lords was yelling commands which the boy could not make out, but he heard well enough the steel in that voice. The steel and the flint which sparked amongst the general’s red-plumed companions and caught as fire. His muffled words rose in a crescendo, and every man roared, and the sound of it raised rooks from the far willows, those black birds rasping into the wan sky. The horse lords raised their spears, thrusting them skyward and clamouring still, and one man hoisted the turma’s standard, which the boy saw was an ornate metal sculpture of a dragon’s open mouth, behind which a long red cloth hung limply against the pole because there was but little wind.

‘Draconarius,’ the boy said, feeling the word in his mouth like a spell, for he knew that was the old name given to the man whose honour it was to carry that standard. And then the acclamation ebbed away as the front rank heeled their mounts forward and the whole contingent began to move.

The men of the enemy’s front line were looking north, some of them holding their shields up against the snow. At first, the boy did not know why, but then it came to him. They think this is a trap. Those fur-clad warriors were looking for spearmen, an enemy war host coming up from the river or out of the flurries like vengeful wraiths. They did not trust that the seventy-eight mounted men walking their horses towards them were alone. But they were alone. The boy knew it. The horse lords knew it too, and still they moved forward, rising to the trot now, tearing up the white mantle of the snow plain and leaving warm breath hanging in shredding clouds behind them.

The boy looked up at the sky. It would be dark soon and he would have to walk home with no moon or star glow to guide him, only the ghost of light lingering on the snowy ground and hills. But he could not leave now, and so he pulled the bear fur tightly around himself and looked for the man who had given it. Perhaps that was him that he saw, riding in the rear rank, sitting tall in the saddle, his helmet’s mane bouncing.

And then, at some signal neither seen nor heard by the boy, the equites Romani spurred their mounts into a canter and the turma moved as one, like a great cloud shadow rolling across the winter meadow, and the enemy must have known that this was no ambush by a force superior in numbers but something more desperate and perhaps more dangerous. Those men from across the sea had eyes only for those riders now, and they must have been gripped by terror at the sight.

Two hundred paces from the enemy, and the equites were galloping, the horses’ hooves flinging snow and mud, the warriors each bringing his wicked long spear down two-handed across his mount’s neck, trusting their four-horned saddles and the strength of their own legs to keep them seated.

‘Kill them,’ the boy muttered. He felt it in him like some hate-filled animal stirring in his gut, some creature that craved revenge for all the wrongs which the boy had suffered. He would see blood now. He would watch these farmers and leatherworkers, these men seeking land or silver or simply a new start, slaughtered by the horse lords of Britannia. By those sons and grandsons and great-great-grandsons of horse lords, stretching back some three hundred years to the Sarmatians whom the emperor Marcus Aurelius had stationed here.

Those low men tried to retreat now, but could not for the press of their countrymen, and so they held up their shields and cowered behind them, perhaps hoping the weight of their numbers would check the charge, absorb the terrible impact.

‘Kill them!’ the boy yelled, thrusting his fist skyward, hoping to be heard by men or by gods.

And then the turma was changing formation, even at such speed. It was like watching a murmuration of starlings, when flocks coalesce in an aerial dance, making and unmaking shapes against the waning daylight. The wings of the three ranks seemed to slow, while those at the centre galloped harder still, and with fluid grace born of long practice and marvellous skill the whole turma drew together again so that it formed not one front of three lines, but rather a wedge, or an arrowhead, the boy realized, aimed right at the centre of the enemy host. The place where their chieftain stood.

At the point of that arrow was the commander whose voice had carried to the boy, his own spear levelled as he led his men towards victory or death. Off his shoulder rode the draconarius, the shaft of his standard gripped in his right hand, the red pennant streaming from the dragon’s head, and the boy was sure he could hear that strange thing hissing malevolently as the man spurred his armoured horse on.

‘Now!’ said the boy, and he flinched as though struck, as the point of that wedge hit the enemy mass and the rest followed, the sound of it like rolling thunder, and the splintering of shields and the screams of men and horses broke the day.

Those men at the fore simply ceased to exist, and the wedge sank deeper, and the war host shuddered as though it were one entity, a wave rolling over it, pushing every man backward into the man behind.

The boy had never heard sounds like this. Never such a noise. The shrieks of pain and the cracking of bones and the terrible wet sound of bodies being crushed and trampled to bloody ruin. The cries of the horses were almost worse than those of the men, and he knew that enemy spears were finding the soft flesh where the boiled-leather horse armour was not, and stomachs were being pierced. Guts spilled onto the snow. The boy fancied he could smell the viscera, sharp and metallic, even up there on the hill. The stark tang of bowels – men’s and beasts’ – disgorging dung. A taint on the air, on the boy too, which he might recall all the days of his life.

It was an abomination playing out before him and only him, as though he alone of his kin and kind had been called by some god of war as a witness, the intention of which he did not know, but that it must portend to his own future.

Bile had risen hot and bitter in his throat, but he did not think he would vomit, because he had not eaten since breaking his fast that morning. He spat, trying to rid himself of the foul taste. Yet, despite the horror of what he was seeing through the falling snow, he could not take his eyes from it.

The horse lords were pushing on, deeper into the enemy, spurring their mounts and thrusting down with their lances. Many had lost their spears and were hurling the shorter javelins into the press one after another. They could not miss, and men were impaled where they stood, but had no room to fall and were carried upright on the swell like men no longer alive and yet not fully dead. Some of the equites had drawn long swords and now they scythed them at heads and shoulders, and still others were laying about them with axes, and even across the distance the boy could see blood spraying and gobbets of flesh flying here and there.

He felt a sickness spreading in him. Souring his guts and thickening his saliva. He did not know what it was, but it felt like shame. He saw the leader of the equites pulled from his horse. One heartbeat that man was glorious in bronze scales, his helmet’s red plume dancing as he hacked down with his sword again and again. The next heartbeat he was gone. Just … gone.

Then the draconarius fell, his horse’s legs hacked away by men with axes, and a moment later the boy saw the standard being passed above the heads of the host, hand to hand, the pennant devoid of its glory now as the metal dragon head drifted across that dark sea like a timber from a wrecked ship, on its way to the chieftain further back.

But the horsemen ploughed on, the arrowhead deep enough now in the body of the enemy that the war host was being split, which the boy realized was their intention. That and getting to the chieftain to kill him and his hearthmen.

‘Keep going,’ the boy hissed, seeing that the point of the wedge was now less than a spear-throw from those helmeted men. Just a little further.

They would do it! Those lords of war in their red cloaks would cut their way through to the enemy’s chieftain and butcher him, and then they would ride on, having ripped the heart from their enemy. The Saxons would break. They must break.

The thin note of a war horn drifted to him then. He looked to the north, towards the unseen river and the line of white willow. The sound had come from there. He squinted against the snow. He thought he saw something. Something dark through the haze, coming up from the river. He watched and waited and then they appeared and it seemed impossible that he could not see them before. Spearmen. Scores of them. More than a hundred. The horn brayed again and was answered by its twin somewhere amongst the main body of the enemy, and the boy’s blood all but froze in his veins, bear skin or no.

‘Balor help them,’ he whispered, his body clenched by a terror he had never known, so that even his mouth and tongue were almost stupefied, unable to create proper sound. For this was why the Saxons had been looking north. Not because they expected more horse soldiers or those men’s allies marching with spear, shield and hatred for the invader, but because they were hoping to see their own countrymen. Hoping to close the trap which they had laid. And now that trap was closing, because this new horde was wheeling to the east, towards the hill upon which the boy stood, the men at the extreme right running so that those nearest the willows were as the hinge, and the remainder were the gate now closing behind the horsemen. Sealing the breach which those brave riders had carved. Trapping them.

But there was still a chance. The turma was moving forward, still causing devastation within the enemy host. It was like a bear, ripping the guts out of its adversary with savage tooth and claw. The men’s scale armour and ringmail, and the felt bindings and iron greaves on their legs, made them hard to kill, and their horses could not easily be brought down either, because of the leather armour on their heads and chests and the thick blankets or ringmail on some protecting their flanks and hindquarters.

Each rider is worth ten of these spearmen, the boy thought, the fight below him gaining a new and terrible intensity now because the horse lords had reached the Saxon chieftain and were driving desperately on, hacking and scything. The only way was forward, because the newcomers were massed thickly at their rear, attacking men and horses from behind, hurling spears at the riders’ backs and darting in and out behind the horses, trying to hamstring the animals with their long knives.

The boy saw the Saxon hearthmen moving to make a shieldwall in front of their lord. Saw one of the horsemen lean back in his saddle and throw himself forward to cast a spear, which flew above that shield rampart and took the chieftain in his throat, causing his hearthmen to roar their anger. And in the boy’s mind it was the dark-skinned man who had given him the bear fur that had thrown the spear.

But it was not enough. The hearthmen were surging forward now, heedless of their own safety, driven by shame, the boy thought, for having not protected their lord. And they threw themselves at the horse soldiers, and though many of them died in the act, faces speared, heads cleaved, enough got through to hack and hew at man and horse, so that the turma’s momentum died, and even the boy, who had never seen a charge by equites Romani, knew that those brave and noble men were doomed.

They milled together, hauling on the reins, pulling their horses this way and that, seeking a way out, but there was none. The Saxons pressed in on all sides, like hounds closing on a wounded stag, blood scent in their noses, and the horses shrieked, eyes rolling white, teeth grinding at the bit, and were savaged where they stood.

Tears stood in the boy’s eyes but they were not tears of sadness. He was angry. Angry at the commander of the equites for wasting those good men. He watched them die, those horse lords. Those gods of war. The clamour of it ebbed even as the light leached from the land, but he knew he would hear it always. He watched until it was done.

And when it was done, he wrapped himself tight in that bear fur, as if to hold every sound, every sight and every raw emotion to him, giving them no escape, and he turned from it all and walked into the darkening world, the snow silting his tracks until they were gone.
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A Boy from the Fire
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BERAN WATCHED THE FLAMES. They stretched and broke and hissed their secrets to the night, casting their bronze glow on birch trunks and ancient oak and the green leaves of the canopy above. Beyond the bloom of that fire the woods were dark and deep, as inscrutable as the day still to come, and so most of the men gathered around it kept their eyes on the flames, as men at war have always done since long before the druids dreamt of golden eagles and legions and new gods whose names were now fading in these Dark Isles.

Not that this could be called war.

‘Give it here, Yann,’ Red Tooth growled. ‘Had more’n your share.’

Yann took one last pull on the wine skin, thumbed the stopper back in and tossed it across to the other man, who caught it and spat a curse as he weighed it in his hands.

‘There’ll be more where that came from after tomorrow.’ Nabor was grimacing as he used a sliver of wood to pick something out of his teeth. ‘We get the job done and we piss off. Lie low for a while and spend the summer drinking and whoring and doing whatever we want.’

Murmurs of agreement rippled around the gathered group.

‘Tastes like goat’s piss anyway,’ Red Tooth said, handing the skin to Stenes beside him, who put his nose to the horn collar and sniffed the contents. He shrugged, drank deeply, then dragged a hand across his lips and rancid beard.

‘Enjoy it while you can,’ Beran muttered. ‘Some of you will likely be dead this time tomorrow.’ He leant forward and poked his knife into the charred remains of the boar which they had roasted earlier.

‘Shut your mouth, old man.’ Dyfnwal was glaring at Beran from across the fire. ‘No one needs to hear that shit from you.’ One of the horses tethered at the edge of the fire glow nickered and snorted as if in agreement.

‘You can always rely on Beran to spoil the mood,’ big Blandigan said, shaking his head as he took a stick from the pile beside him and tossed it into the fire.

With his knife, Beran levered a chunk of flesh and bone from the ashes and leant back against the birch stump beside which sat his weapons and a deer-skin sack containing the rest of his gear.

‘If any of us gets a spear in the gut tomorrow, I hope it’s you, Beran, you miserable bastard.’ Red Tooth hawked and spat a wad of phlegm into the fire, where it sizzled and bubbled. If the others felt the same way they kept it to themselves.

‘I haven’t died yet,’ was Beran’s only reply, then he blew on the hot meat and gnawed carefully at it from the side of his mouth, still watching the flames. One of his front teeth had been hurting him for days and he knew he would have to pull it soon. Just one of the many pains he endured as a punishment for still breathing at his age. His left knee was swollen and hot to the touch and he spent most evenings and mornings kneading it like a man making bread, trying to disperse the fluid that gathered around the joint. His lower back was as stiff as a spear shaft and tortured by a dull ache that could only be chased away by ale or wine, and the knuckles and bones of his right hand were puffed up and hurt so much on occasion that he could barely grip a cup, let alone a sword.

Not that he admitted any of this to the sixteen men sitting around the fire or snoring in their furs hereabouts. They knew some of it. He was too long in years and too short in pride these days to keep the pain out of his face. Still, what could they say? They had seen younger, stronger companions killed and maimed, but Beran was still here, sharing their food and wine. Still pissing on the mood around the fire.

‘Tell you something, Beran, if you die tomorrow, I’ll be having that pretty sword you stole,’ Red Tooth said. He was not the kind of man who could just let a thing go.

Beran glanced at the baldric and sword which lay beside him, rolled in leather to keep off summer rain or morning dew. Not the finest blade he’d ever owned, but not the worst, either. ‘Bigger men than you have tried to take it while it was in my hand,’ Beran said, ‘so you’re wise to wait till I’m dead.’

Red Tooth shook his head, gesturing at Blandigan to hand back the wine skin. The big man passed it over without complaint. ‘No,’ Red Tooth said. ‘Death’s too good for Beran. That’s why he’s still here when better men are not.’

Beran didn’t disagree with that, but young Donan did. ‘Shouldn’t talk to him so,’ Donan said, his honest face clenched in the play of flamelight. ‘Should have more respect for your elders.’

Some of them laughed at this. Dyfnwal’s eyebrows lifted at Blandigan, who pursed his lips and nodded, the two of them as surprised as they were quietly impressed. None around that campfire would have expected Donan to speak against Red Tooth, this being only Donan’s seventeenth summer and judgement yet divided as to whether he had a man’s portion of wits in his skull. Besides which, to Donan fell the tasks none of the other men in Nabor ap Nabor’s mercenary band would willingly undertake themselves: scrubbing the mud and rust off their mail, fetching drinking water from streams or wells, gathering fuel for fires and the elm leaves and lichen they used to wipe their backsides. He didn’t do much of the killing, Donan, but there were worse jobs than killing and most of those were his.

‘Stay out of it, boy.’ Beran shot Donan a look that should have been enough to silence him but wasn’t, because even young Donan had drunk his share of the wine.

‘I’ve seen Beran fight three men at the same time,’ Donan went on, flames reflected in his eyes. He looked a simpleton then, Beran thought, with eyes round as coins and in each a tiny fire. ‘Speared one in the side,’ Donan went on, thrusting the imaginary weapon, ‘cut the other’s throat out, then put the spear into the third man’s eye.’

‘Aye, some shit hole in the north of Caer Gloui. I were there,’ an older man named Hygwydd said. ‘It were over in the time it takes to say it.’

Donan nodded. ‘Beran was wild that day. Killed like the plague, he did.’ He grinned to himself, pleased with the expression. He must have heard it somewhere.

‘Enough, boy,’ Beran snarled without looking up.

‘Just saying what I seen,’ Donan said. ‘And that other time. It were snowing. We was half drowned in mead and that big bastard knocked over your cup. Looked like you’d wet your trews.’ His smile was all teeth. ‘So, you cut off his ear.’

‘I said, enough.’ Beran lifted his eyes to him now.

‘Better do as he says,’ Red Tooth told Donan. ‘The old man needs his rest. Always tired because he has to piss five times a night.’

Some chuckles at this but not many.

‘That’ll do,’ Nabor put in, throwing a meatless boar’s rib at Red Tooth, who batted it away. ‘I want you all rested. We’ve got work to do tomorrow.’

A faraway cheer drifted in on the breeze, making them lift their chins eastward for a moment. Then nothing.

‘Days are too hot for work,’ Dyfnwal groused, wiping greasy fingers on his beard.

‘Who are we killing, anyway?’ Blandigan’s voice a low rumble issuing from the great cavern of his chest.

‘People who other people want dead,’ Nabor said.

‘Saxons?’ Red Tooth suggested. He was holding a green stick in the flames, watching the sap seethe and hiss from the end. ‘Take our pick of them around here.’

Nabor sniffed. ‘Not this time.’ After a long moment he lifted his chin to Red Tooth. ‘That a problem?’

The man considered this. Shook his head. ‘Means nothin’ to me. So long as we get paid,’ he said, dropping the stick into the fire, then snatching the wine skin off the man beside him. He stoppered it and tossed it through the flames to Beran, who caught it. ‘What say you, old man?’

Beran pulled the bung, lifted the skin to his lips and drank, the sour wine sluicing the taste of charred meat from his mouth. Red Tooth was right. He would be up several times in the night. Still, the wine dulled his many pains, so it was a bargain he had accepted.

He drank deeply. When it was finished, he laid the empty skin across the tree stump beside him. ‘Fine by me,’ he said.

‘Maybe they’re not coming.’ Stenes spat onto the leaf mould. He was leaning against a trunk, idly running his pilfered Saxon long knife across a whetstone. It had been raining most of the night, and Beran had woken stiff, a chill in his bones, but Nabor had not let them get a fire going again because he would not risk smoke on the air giving them away.

‘They’ll come,’ Nabor said, looking along an old drovers’ path which meandered amongst the trees. ‘They’ll have no choice.’

Dyfnwal, on the last watch of the night, had returned to camp saying the sky in the east was aflame, which could only mean one thing: the Saxons were burning Caer Colun. And these men, loyal to no king or lord or any man other than Nabor ap Nabor – and to him only so long as he led them to coin and cunny – had looked at one another in the dark, the news hitting them like a blow, despite their having known Caer Colun’s fall was inevitable.

Now, they were battle-ready in mail and helmets and leather armour, their spears and axes close at hand, the strings on their bows as taut as their nerves. While some were rigid with anticipation, others affected a posture of indifference. Such was the way with warriors before a bloodletting, Beran knew. Had seen it times beyond counting. The ones who could not keep still, and those who needed to empty their bladder or their bowels. The ones who laughed and threw insults around as if they were on their way to a tavern, not a fight. And those others who barely spoke at all, who kept to themselves, even fell asleep, seemingly without a care.

If you had never fought beside a man before, there was no way of telling from the way he carried himself whether he would do well and stand his ground, or run, or freeze, or foul himself through fear. But Beran had fought with these men. Had for two years lived amongst them, earning food and ale in the ruins of Caer Lundein, or haunting the marshes and the forests, sometimes killing Saxons for sport, sometimes killing men for pay. He knew them. They were not noble. They did not cling to lofty ideals, nor torment themselves with thoughts of the past or the future. They were more like animals, living for the day at hand. For food and drink and fornication. He knew what they were and he knew what he was.

For a while he sat amongst the bracken in the blush of the new day, watching a moth with red streaks on its black wings feed on a patch of yellow ragwort. He wondered what his old friend would have to say about that, what omen he would see in such a small thing, then he looked to the east because he smelled smoke on the air. The night’s rain might have doused the flames of Caer Colun, but the place burned still. ‘Camulodunum,’ he murmured under his breath, invoking its Roman name like a spell for the lost. Camulodunum. The town had outlived the legions who built it. Had held out against the Saxon tides for more than one hundred years, but held out no longer. Its people were fools, Beran told himself, to think old Roman walls would keep them safe, especially since King Constantine had died in his bed some four years ago. The old warrior had fought the Saxons all his life. It was still strange to think he was gone. Many in Britain had imagined Constantine would still be leading his red-cloaked spearmen in battle long after the statues of Roman governors and generals that could still be seen in the land had crumbled to dust.

So, the east was lost. Most of the south too. The gods of Britain were long gone and the Saxons were the lords of the Dark Isles, and anyone who still did not accept that was a fool, or mad, or both.

He opened his right hand and closed it into a fist, wincing at the throbbing pain in the knuckles and joints. Bad most mornings but worse after rain. A stone’s throw away, Donan waited beside a storm-felled tree, his back to Beran as he stood looking north-east into the forest, his spear gripped in both hands before him, moving his weight from leg to leg.

Beran pushed himself up onto his feet, cursing his knees, and walked past the ragwort, sending the red-spattered moth tumbling off into the mist. Donan’s head lifted slightly at his approach, though he kept his eyes on the spaces between the trees.

‘Thinking doesn’t do a man any good,’ Beran said.

‘Ah, but you don’t know what I’m thinking.’ Donan’s fingers were clenching and unclenching on the spear shaft.

Beran’s fingers found a louse in his beard and crushed it. ‘I don’t want to know.’

Dawn sunlight streamed between the tall beech trees from whose bright green leaves the earlier rain dripped, a haphazard patter on the woodland floor. These warm, golden shafts of light raised a mist which hung here and there in veils, making it seem as though the ground itself smouldered. As if fire burned beneath, or some huge serpentine beast that harked from below the ground in some other realm steamed like a wet hound beside the hearth.

After a while, Donan said, ‘I don’t like this mist.’ Sharing his thoughts after all.

‘I do,’ Beran said. He wore his tough leather coat over a long woollen tunic, but no helmet for he could not abide the weight of one nor the way it closed him in, nor the quality it gave his voice when he spoke. Nor the memories. ‘They won’t see us till it’s too late.’

Donan shook his head. ‘Feels like an omen, and not a good one.’

Beran surprised himself with a rare chuckle. ‘What do you know of omens, boy?’

Donan frowned. Lifted his right hand from his spear shaft, set the butt on the ground and started chewing his thumbnail. ‘Maybe this mist is her doing.’ He half turned to Beran. ‘Queen Morgana.’

‘Morgana?’ Beran spat the name. Few men spoke of the queen without sounding like they were ridding their mouths of something foul.

‘Aye, maybe this is her magic. To keep what we’re doing hidden from the gods.’ Donan looked at Beran from beneath his brows like a man who regrets what he has said and hopes it may have gone unnoticed.

Beran lifted his head and regarded the younger man. He was almost sure Donan was short of wits. Still, almost was not sure enough. Donan’s eyes slid from Beran’s and he turned fully away to stare into the forest again.

‘What are you talking about, lad?’ Beran put a hand on his shoulder. ‘What has this to do with Queen Morgana?’

Still chewing on his thumbnail, Donan seemed not to have heard.

‘Donan.’ Beran batted the hand away from Donan’s mouth, making the young man startle and turn to him, his face frozen in shock. Then it clenched into a scowl.

‘I know who it is we’re to kill, Beran,’ he said. ‘Red Tooth told me this morning. He got it off Nabor.’ He shook his head. ‘But I shouldn’t say. Not my place.’

‘Tell me,’ Beran said.

‘Can’t.’ Donan shook his head some more.

‘Donan.’

‘No, Beran. Can’t.’

Beran reached out and grabbed hold of Donan’s left ear, and the young man’s eyes bulged. ‘Tell me or I’ll take this lug and sell it to that big bastard in Venta Belgarum who’s missing one.’

Donan was all grimace but Beran held on to him.

‘Thought we were … friends,’ the young man said.

‘We’re not friends,’ Beran said, giving the ear a last savage tug before letting go. ‘And I won’t ask you again.’

Donan straightened and put a hand to his reddening ear and blew out his cheeks before turning to glance back at Nabor, who was moving from man to man with a word here, a joke there. Playing the general to this company of thieves and murderers.

Donan’s eyes came back to Beran. They were round beneath the rim of his leather skull cap, upon which a drop of water splashed, wetting Beran’s cheek. ‘There’ll be gold and silver. Coin.’ Donan grinned. ‘Jewels. The treasures of Caer Colun. That’s what we’re here for, Beran. We’re to make sure they get to Queen Morgana before King Cynric gets his hands on them.’ He leant towards Beran, his tortured ear seemingly forgotten. ‘Nabor says there can be no survivors. Not one, Beran. We’re to kill them all.’

Beran’s eyes scoured the younger man’s. ‘But you said there’s one in particular we’re to kill. Who is it?’

Donan grinned. ‘Someone who won’t take much killing.’

Beran reached out and grabbed hold of Donan by the neck of his tunic. ‘Who, Donan?’ Something made him look up, north-east through the rising mist and air now restless with buzzing insects. He growled a curse.

They were coming.

‘Move!’ Nabor hissed. They moved, every man careful not to disturb the forest floor as they took up their pre-arranged positions behind trees and furze either side of the old drovers’ track. Beran stood amongst the shallow roots of a great beech, spear in one hand, his other arm cuffing at sweat which was already gathering at his brow and threatening to run into his eyes.

The day was warming quickly, the air thickening. Sweat crawled down his back between his shoulder blades and down his shins beneath the woollen leg bindings. He pressed his face against the tree trunk and closed his eyes, feeling the coolness of the smooth, damp bark on his skin, resting for a moment. Something about the smell – the green lichen perhaps – reminded him of the sea, carried him back across years. He pulled his face away and now he could hear voices and the scuffing of hooves and the creak of a carriage whose iron-shod wheels rolled over the ancient track like far distant thunder.

He clenched his jaw and took a long, deep breath, and it was all he could do not to edge his face around that trunk to catch a glimpse of whoever was unknowingly walking into their trap. How many would they be? Not too many warriors, he supposed, for most of Caer Colun’s spearmen would be dead at the walls or in the streets, or fighting still, perhaps, as their homes burned or smouldered in the dawn. Some warriors, though, if they had snuck out of the doomed town with gold and silver and the treasures of that famed Roman fort. Or else that treasure would not get far in this land of thieves and cut-throats and Saxon war bands.

The old feeling then. A fluttering in the muscles of his thighs and upper arms. The quickening of his heart and the brightening of the day, as though he had previously seen the world through a linen gauze which now fell away. The old feeling before a fight. The years had taken much, and given much that was unwanted in return, but they had not dulled the old battle thrill, and now he let the spate of it course through his blood because he knew it would make him faster than his years.

From where he stood, he could see some of the others waiting silent and still behind other great beech pillars. The giant Blandigan with a spear in one hand, a long-hafted axe in the other. Red Tooth in his iron helmet from whose crown hung a fox’s tail, his yellow-painted shield held so that it would not be seen by those on the path, and his right hand gripping a fine sword. Yann, crouching behind his own tree, grey in mail, a hand axe in each fist, and, furthest away, in a long tunic of iron rings and clutching spear and a shield covered in tanned leather, Nabor ap Nabor, who would give the signal.

The creak of the carriage was louder now. An ox bellowed and snorted, and Beran knew that at least some of the approaching party had passed Nabor and Red Tooth. He could hear talking, a man telling another of the Saxon he had killed on the town wall: a giant of a man with an axe as tall as he was. He could hear the clump and scuff of feet, men’s and beasts’, and the groans of the vehicle as it was pulled in and out of a hole in the path, and the squeak of its axle, and now even the buzzing flies which plagued the oxen and horses.

Beran silently commanded his body to obey him during whatever came next. He took a breath and let it slowly out.

One. Two. Three …

‘Now!’ cried Nabor, breaking cover, rushing in, and Beran strode out to see him thrust his spear into the neck of a warrior who had turned too late. Beran saw his companions falling upon the column, hacking and stabbing at red-cloaked warriors who all too late saw death coming out of the morning mist. The big Roman carriage had stopped, the ox-driver sitting upon it whipping the reins and striking the animals with a long goad, screaming at them to ‘Go on! Go on!’ But the oxen wouldn’t move and instead stood lowing in their yokes, lifting their heads and muzzles, their glistening nostrils flaring as they inhaled the scents of fear and blood.

Red Tooth was snarling as he scythed a man down. Blandigan roared as he thrust his spear into a man’s shield again and again, driving him back until the man fell and dropped his shield and tried to crawl away on hands and knees. The giant hurled his axe and it turned once, haft over head, and planted itself in the back of the man’s skull, pitching him forward, dead before his face scuffed the earth.

‘Kill them all!’ Nabor yelled, pointing his spear. ‘Anything that breathes.’

An arrow blurred past Beran’s head and took a man in his eye socket, dropping him to his knees, where he screamed, clutching uselessly at the shaft. Beran walked past him to face a spearman whose fate was now entwined with Beran’s own and perhaps had always been. The man stood on the balls of his feet, weight slightly forward, spear in his right hand, shield in his left, eyes glaring at Beran over the rim of that shield. He jabbed with the spear but Beran was still out of range and he saw sweat coursing from beneath the man’s helmet into the beard on his cheeks. Saw the terror in the man’s eyes. Confusion too, because this man from Caer Colun knew that these were not Saxons who had lain in wait to kill him, but Britons.

Beran closed the gap between them and out snaked that spear again, but Beran sidestepped and swept his own shaft to the left, knocking the man’s spear wide as he himself stepped in, bringing the butt of his spear round two-handed to hammer it against the shield which the man had raised just in time. Both men stepped back, and the Caer Colun spearman turned his face and spat onto the ground and lifted his chin in a gesture that said he accepted death, but only for a price.

Around them it was a slaughter. Shrieks of pain and ruin rent the dawn. Blood flew in the mist. The rasp and clash of steel on steel. The wet chunk of flesh being cut. Beran despised the warrior before him, for what sort of man would leave his spear-brothers to die on Caer Colun’s walls? Would abandon women and children to the lusts and cruelties and savage whims of the Saxons? And yet, Beran knew full well what sort of man. He rolled his shoulders and came forward, and their spear shafts met again, once, twice, a third time, then Beran feinted high, and the Caer Colun man bought the ruse and lifted his shield, so Beran dropped to one knee and thrust the spear up under the shield and into the belly behind. The man grunted and dropped his spear and staggered backwards, pressing his free hand to the wound.

Beran dug the butt of his spear into the dirt track and pushed himself up onto his feet, then walked to where the man leant against a tree, paling, dying, grimacing, his shield discarded now and both blood-slathered hands futilely pushing at a steaming swell of purple viscera that would no more return to its proper place than would any deed once done be undone. The man looked up at Beran, their eyes meeting briefly as Beran swept his spear, the blade ripping the Caer Colun man’s throat in a crimson spray. He fell sideways and Beran turned to see Stenes sitting astride another man, working away with the long Saxon knife, and Blandigan standing before one of the oxen, bringing the poll of his axe down onto the animal’s skull with a loud, splintering crack. The beast’s eyes rolled white and its forelegs gave way and then the whole steaming, fly-bedevilled mass collapsed in a heap, pulling its companion’s head down beneath their shared yoke.

‘Not the oxen, you idiot!’ Nabor ap Nabor bellowed at the giant, ‘unless you want to haul that thing yourself! Balor’s arse!’

Blandigan threw his arms and the long axe out wide as if to say he had only been following orders.

‘Beran!’ Yann called, and Beran spun to face a spearman who had somehow escaped the butchery and now saw a chance to blood the enemy. He was only three strides from Beran, spear gripped in both hands, its blade glinting in a shaft of sunlight, but Dyfnwal had already hurled his own spear. It streaked in the dawn, and Beran heard the thock as it drove into the man’s chest, throwing him back off his feet.

Beran and others of the band looked around. Some had already begun scavenging amongst the dead for coins and brooches, weapons and buckles and good leather straps, and for anything to eat.

‘They’re running!’ someone yelled, ‘two of ’em!’ and Beran and Blandigan looked up to see two men haring off into the trees in different directions, their red cloaks flying behind them, dry sticks snapping beneath their feet.

‘Must’ve been hiding,’ Stenes said, standing up from his kill and wiping his blade through a scrap of red cloth.

‘Stay with the wagon,’ Nabor commanded Red Tooth, then turned to Stenes and Dyfnwal. ‘You two with me!’ He looked at Konan. ‘You get the other bastard,’ he said, and Konan nodded and gestured at two others to follow him. They all discarded shields and threw off any heavy gear, then set off like hounds after a pair of foxes, loping between the trees and yelping with the thrill of it.

Beran turned back to the forest track and ran his eyes over the scene. No one could say Nabor ap Nabor’s men didn’t know how to kill. Beran counted fourteen men of Caer Colun lying dead or nearly dead among the beech trees and the strange fog hanging in the forest. It was a slaughter. Just two of their own had been killed, both men who had only recently joined them. It was usually the way of it. Last to join, first to die. Because the killing is easy, it’s the not being killed that takes practice.

Tonight, wherever they found themselves on the road, they would drink to those men. They would drink and feast in the exhausted but exultant flush that hits a man after killing, when he knows it could be his own name on his companions’ wine-slick lips. Then, the dead would be all but forgotten.

‘You three,’ Red Tooth said to Yann and the two standing nearest to him, ‘go back up the track. It’s going to take us some time to sort this mess out.’ He gestured at the dead ox and its suffering twin, which was snorting and lowing in helpless rage, its fierce breath blowing detritus across the damp ground. Then he kicked a dead man, sending flies buzzing up from the red gash in the corpse’s throat. ‘We need to know if more of these Roman bastards are coming.’

‘Why us?’ Yann jerked his chin towards the carriage: a heavy Roman raeda the likes of which Beran had not seen for many years. A great big thing with sides and a canvas roof. ‘You’re not the only one who wants to know what’s in there.’

‘We’ll wait for Nabor before we open it,’ Red Tooth said. He pointed north with his spear. ‘Now go!’

Yann tilted his head back, eyes narrow slits of suspicion, then grunted something to his companions and turned, and the three of them set off along the woodland trail, stepping over or around the dead men littering it.

Red Tooth barely waited until they were out of earshot, then turned to Blandigan and banged the blade of his spear against the side of the Roman carriage. ‘Get it open,’ he said.

Beran looked at Donan, who lifted his eyebrows and gripped his own spear like a man steeling himself to an unsavoury task, while Blandigan thrust his spear into the ground and approached the raeda, glancing at Hygwydd and Beran as he put a big hand on the door latch and lifted the axe in his other hand.

Beran and the others closed in around him, spears ready.

Red Tooth lifted his bearded chin. ‘Open it.’

Blandigan lifted the latch and pulled the door open, and Beran saw darkness within and nothing more, because Blandigan leant forward to peer in, his huge body blocking the view, as the serpentine morning mist swirled around the giant’s legs and up as if seeking a way inside the vehicle.

A man shouted, and Blandigan grunted and staggered back from the raeda, dropping his axe and lifting his big hands to his chest where they fast turned red and slick. A grey-bearded man tried to clamber out of the carriage, slashing his sword this way and that, but Red Tooth stepped in and speared him in the side, and the man grimaced and growled as Hygwydd and Donan took hold of him and dragged him clear.

Beran turned and looked at Blandigan stumbling off amongst the trees, clutching at the wound which would surely kill him.

‘Bastard,’ Hygwydd rasped. He had thrown the Caer Colun man onto the ground and now stood over him, his spear poised to finish the old warrior off, while Donan went after Blandigan. So Beran turned back to the raeda, lifted his spear blade protectively and peered inside. It took a moment for his eyes to adjust, then he saw amongst the piled boxes and oak chests two pale, frightened faces in the dark. A woman and a boy, their round eyes staring back at him.

Red Tooth shouldered him aside, growling, ‘Out of my way, old man,’ as he pulled himself up and into the carriage. ‘What have we got here, then?’ he said, his words muffled now he was inside the thing. A moment later the boy was flung out and Beran took hold of him by the neck of his red cloak, which was pinned at the shoulder with a fine-looking golden fibula that winked in a shaft of sunlight.

‘Kill him, Beran,’ Red Tooth shouted from within.

The woman screamed, but the sound was cut off, as if she was being strangled, and Beran looked into the boy’s face and did not like what he saw there. Screwed up and red as a rowan berry, that face.

‘Get your hands off me! Let me go!’ he yelled in a thin, reedy voice, swinging his arms and his little fists, kicking out at Beran. ‘Let me go!’

‘Keep still, boy,’ Beran told him, wincing as a small booted foot connected with his swollen right knee. ‘Keep still, damn you!’

‘Let me go, wretch! I command you!’

Hygwydd laughed at that. ‘I think the little lord likes you, Beran.’

Beran shook the boy and again growled at him to keep still.

‘Mercy on the child,’ said the greybeard lying curled up on himself at Hygwydd’s feet as though trying to stop his own life pouring out of the terrible spear wound in his side.

‘Shut your mouth!’ Hygwydd spat and jabbed the butt of his spear into the man’s face, breaking his cheekbone. But the man took the pain, barely letting his eyes fall from the boy.

‘Mercy on him, I beg you,’ the man slurred through broken bones, bright blood spilling from the corner of his mouth into his grey beard. Then his eyes seemed to sharpen on Beran and, even in his pain, even as the shadow of death crept upon him, he tried to rise. ‘You,’ he said. ‘You!’

‘Stay down, you Roman bastard.’ Hygwydd hit him in the temple this time. The man’s head dropped to the ground, but still he turned his bloodied face, his eyes finding Beran’s again. They were dulled from the blow. ‘You know me,’ he managed through a slack, bloody mouth. ‘You know me, as I know you.’

Another scream from the woman – Beran assumed she was the boy’s mother – inside the carriage. The whole thing was moving now, rocking like a boat on a swell, and the woman’s terrified, plaintive cries seeped out through the canvas roof into the misty morning.

‘How can it be you?’ the dying man said, squinting at Beran now as though he did not trust his own eyes. Beran gave him no answer, but looked back at the boy who was still thrashing wildly in his grasp like a fish pulled from a withy trap.

‘Friend of yours, Beran?’ Hygwydd asked.

Donan had returned. He glanced at Hygwydd, then Beran. ‘He’s dead,’ he said, indicating with his chin back towards the trees where Blandigan lay. He shook his head. ‘Never thought I’d see that.’

‘Forget Blandigan. You know who this little lord’s father was?’ Hygwydd asked Donan, pointing his spear at the boy.

Donan looked at the boy, scratched at a pockmark on his cheek and frowned, his bottom lip protruding. ‘Someone more important than us,’ he said.

‘Course he’s important, shit for brains,’ Hygwydd said. ‘He’s King Constantine’s son. Whelped on that young queen in there.’ He nodded at the Roman raeda. ‘The old goat.’

‘Let me go or you’ll pay!’ the boy threatened them. ‘Leave my mother alone or I’ll kill you!’ He kicked Beran’s knee again, but the old warrior hardly felt it because his mind was reeling.

‘How could you?’ the grey-bearded warrior at Hygwydd’s feet managed, the words slewing in blood and spittle. ‘Why?’ His broken face made for a terrible sight, the bones collapsing in on themselves.

‘Ah, it’s the way of the world,’ Hygwydd replied, though Beran knew that the man had been talking to him and only him. Because the warrior did know Beran, and Beran knew him, no matter the years that had passed since last they had laid eyes on one another. ‘You needn’t concern yourself with it now,’ Hygwydd said, ‘for which you ought to thank me,’ and with that he lifted his spear and thrust it down, the blade slicing deep into the man, right through him and into the ground beneath. The man died with a long sigh, his eyes never leaving Beran’s. Never closing, not even when his heart had clenched and thumped for the last time.

‘Kill the boy,’ Red Tooth called from inside the raeda, eliciting another agonized scream from the boy’s mother, which was smothered by Red Tooth’s growling and then cut short by a blow.

‘You heard him,’ Hygwydd gnarred at Beran. ‘No one left alive. Prince or not. Nabor’s orders, or we don’t get paid.’

Beran looked into that young face. The fear was obvious, and the anger, but there was something else too. Something implacable. An arrogance. A grim doggedness that ordinarily had no place in one so young, yet all but confirmed whose whelp this was.

‘I said, kill him.’ Red Tooth was climbing out of the carriage, pulling up his trews.

‘Close your eyes, boy,’ Beran said.

‘Let me go!’ the boy screamed.

So Beran shook him hard. ‘I said close your eyes, damn you!’ he roared, and there was enough steel edge in his voice to put a deeper fear in the boy now, because he went still and quiet and he looked into Beran’s eyes, perhaps for the first time. There was a question in those eyes and Beran tried to answer it without speaking. He let go of the boy and the boy closed his eyes and lifted his arms and put them over his face.

‘That’s it, lad,’ Beran said in a low voice.

‘Do I have to do everything myself?’ Red Tooth asked, drawing his sword and stepping towards Beran and the boy.

Beran turned and thrust the spear at Red Tooth, who twisted away but not fast enough, so the spear blade pierced his left shoulder and he yelled in surprise. Beran pulled the blade free and spun, but Hygwydd was on him, his own spear streaking for Beran’s chest. Beran blocked the thrust with his spear shaft and scythed the blade across, ripping open Hygwydd’s cheek and sending him reeling.

‘Old bastard!’ Red Tooth bellowed, lurching forward, and swung his sword, and Beran felt the blade cut through his leather coat and the wool beneath and the flesh beneath that. He stumbled backward and turned and hurled the spear, which flew through the rising mist and took Hygwydd in the belly. Then he twisted back, drawing his sword, upon which he caught Red Tooth’s next swing, the ringing of the blades unnatural amongst the trees and twining woodbine. Even wounded, Red Tooth was fast and dangerous, but before he could strike again, Beran threw himself at the man, driving him back against the Roman carriage and bringing his sword up to thrust its wicked point into Red Tooth’s stomach and drive it deep.

They were face to face, close enough that Beran could smell the man’s sour breath and last night’s wine, and something surprising too: sweet violet and rose. A rich woman’s scent. An aroma that carried Beran back across the long hard years to another time.

‘Why?’ Red Tooth rasped, the hatred in his eyes replaced by confusion now, as Beran twisted the blade in his

































TRANSWORLD

UK | USA | Canada | Ireland | Australia
New Zealand | India | South Africa

Transworld is part of the Penguin Random House group of companies whose addresses can be found at global.penguinrandomhouse.com.

www.penguin.co.uk

[image: Penguin Random House UK]
First published in Great Britain in 2024 by Bantam 
Penguin paperback edition published 2025

Copyright © Giles Kristian, 2024

Map by Liane Paine
Sword and bear icons by Tony @ Global Creative Learning

The moral right of the author has been asserted

Cover design by www.mulcaheydesign.com
Cover images © Stephen Mulcahey/Arcangel and Shutterstock

This book is a work of fiction and, except in the case of historical fact, any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.

Every effort has been made to obtain the necessary permissions with reference to copyright material, both illustrative and quoted. We apologize for any omissions in this respect and will be pleased to make the appropriate acknowledgements in any future edition.

ISBN: 978-1-473-59525-5

Penguin Random House values and supports copyright. Copyright fuels creativity, encourages diverse voices, promotes freedom of expression and supports a vibrant culture. Thank you for purchasing an authorized edition of this book and for respecting intellectual property laws by not reproducing, scanning or distributing any part of it by any means without permission. You are supporting authors and enabling Penguin Random House to continue to publish books for everyone. No part of this book may be used or reproduced in any manner for the purpose of training artificial intelligence technologies or systems. In accordance with Article 4(3) of the DSM Directive 2019/790, Penguin Random House expressly reserves this work from the text and data mining exception.

The authorized representative in the EEA is Penguin Random House Ireland, Morrison Chambers, 32 Nassau Street, Dublin D02 YH68

A CIP catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library


All correspondence to:

Transworld

Penguin Random House

One Embassy Gardens, 8 Viaduct Gardens, London SW11 7BW



EPUB/xhtml/prh_core_assets/images/prh_uk_logo.jpg
Penguin
Random Houge
UK





EPUB/images/piii.png





EPUB/images/pvi.png
Grynedd

Kingdom ‘
Of \crc\\xgi\,”
Cogonachta
Dyfed

.\\\\155\\“:\
ey Detlin's

Hat

o

Lord Ector'sHall O a0
Igmix‘::‘)sn

Cintagels villa

&
ua‘\asse ’
| »
Che Kingdoms
of Britain,
after the Sall
of Arthur
= = |
0 50 100 miles
L 1 ]

S

€lmer Li”“'x,p .
Are
Rheged Mo i
19, u
Caer Levioy,
Powys
- (\- l“plo/!)ll
‘\A\\'l'
Gloui Cacr Lundein & Caar Colun
and the Temple
of Mithras
A4 €
Caep Camesis
lep ("/v/,, Camesis
Camelot: A - .. P
» Gwinntguicy Venta )
L “””""u Belgarum  Rbegin
a °
Portus Adurni
Quieen - Che Little King’s
Morgana’s  Sarm and stables
Hall

i S
The Dividing ¢
T

Rovidunum &

Ringdow of Soissons

Avmorica

Adecavus
and the court of
Syagrius

ot
* %






EPUB/xhtml/prh_core_assets/fonts/avantgarde-regular.otf


EPUB/images/p015.png





EPUB/images/cover.jpg
GILES

RISTIA

Out of the mists of legend thunders this epic story
of the last lord of war . . .

‘Brimming over with heart .. Arthur is
Kristian’s crowning achievement.’

THEODORE BRUN
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