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About the Book

Determined to uncover his father’s identity, Myrddion Merlinus sets sail from Celtic Briton with his band of loyal companions.  Their journey through war-ravaged France, Rome and Ravenna to Constantinople will test their skills and strength to the limit.


The Roman Empire is under attack.  Attila’s barbaric army is causing death and destruction and, bound by a healer’s oath to relieve suffering, Myrddion must serve under General Flavius Aetius at the Battle of the Catalaunian Plains.  But a deadlier conflict between Emperor Valentinian of the West and Senator Petronius Maximus awaits, and Myrddion must use all his resolve to survive the death of an empire.
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      DRAMATIS PERSONAE

      

      
      	
      		
      		
      	
      	

         
            
            	Aetius
            
            
            	Flavius Aetius (c.396–454) was the last of the great Roman generals. Of Scythian descent, he was raised among the Huns and
               remained friendly with them for life. While in the service of Rome, he was elevated to the rank of magister militum by Galla Placidia, empress and regent of the Western Empire and became the protector of Placidia and Emperor Valentinian.
               In 451, his forces defeated Attila the Hun at the Battle of the Catalaunian Plain near Châlons in France, where he fought
               the forces of Attila to a standstill. He slowed Attila’s advance into Italy and was present at Pope Leo’s meeting with Attila
               at Mantua in 452. In 453, he arranged the betrothal of his son, Gaudentius, to Valentinian’s daughter, Placidia. In 454, Aetius
               was assassinated by Valentinian III, prompting the famous description that the emperor cut off his strong right hand with
               his left.
            
            
         

         
         
            
            	Ali el Kabir
            
            	A minor Arab king of a small tribe near Damascus, he was the uncle of Yusuf el Razi.
            
         

         
         
            
            	Ambrosius
            
            	Ambrosius Aurelianus was a High King of the Britons in the early fifth century. He was the son of Constantine III and the
               brother of Constans II (who was murdered and succeeded by Vortigern) and Uther Pendragon, all of whom held the throne at various
               times. Ambrosius went into exile for some years, but eventually returned to Britain and reclaimed the throne in his own right. He succeeded Vortigern and became the last of the
               Roman kings.
            
            
         

         
         
            
            	Annwynn
            
            	A female healer who resided in Segontium. She was well versed in herb lore and accepted Myrddion as an apprentice when he
               was still a young boy.
            
            
         

         
         
            
            	Ardabur Aspar
            
            	While on a covert mission to Britain, Flavius Ardabur Aspar (400–471) raped a young Celtic girl, Branwyn, who rescued him
               after he was shipwrecked near Segontium on the west coast of Britain. At the time, Aspar was in the service of King Vortigern.
               Branwyn became pregnant and Myrddion Merlinus (later Emrys) was the issue of their coupling.
            
            
         

         
         
            
            	Ardabarius
            
            	Flavius Ardabarius was the father of Flavius Ardabur Aspar.
            
         

         
         
            
            	Avienus
            
            	Consul Avienus was part of a delegation, led by Pope Leo I, that met Attila at Mantua and convinced the Hun king to leave
               Italy.
            
            
         

         
         
            
            	Ardaric
            
            	King Ardaric (died c.460) was a minor ruler of the Gepid peoples who served under the command of Attila the Hun.
            
         

         
         
            
            	Attila the Hun
            
            	Attila the Hun (406–453) was the ruler of the Hunnish Empire from 434 till his death and was a fierce enemy of both the Eastern
               and Western Roman empires. He invaded the Balkans twice. He also invaded Gaul (France) and rampaged as far as Orléans before
               being defeated at the Battle of the Catalaunian Plain near Châlons in 451. Subsequently, he attacked the forces of the Western Roman Empire in 452 and took northern Italy, thereby threatening Rome. After a conference with Pope
               Leo and a delegation dispatched by Emperor Valentinian, Attila abandoned his attack and returned to the north.
            
            
         

         
         
            
            	Bleda
            
            	Brother of Attila the Hun. He was murdered by Attila after a dispute between them.
            
         

         
         
            
            	Bran
            
            	The Celtic god of regeneration.
            
         

         
         
            
            	Brangaine
            
            	A Celtic camp follower who joined Myrddion’s healers in the journey from Segontium in Britain to Constantinople as a servant.
            
         

         
         
            
            	Branwyn
            
            	Myrddion’s mother. She was the daughter of Olwyn and Godric, and the granddaughter of Melvig ap Melwy, king of the Deceangli
               tribe.
            
            
         

         
         
            
            	Bridie
            
            	A Celtic camp follower who joined Myrddion’s healers in the journey from Segontium in Britain to Constantinople as a servant.
            
         

         
         
            
            	Cadoc ap Cadwy
            
            	A warrior in Vortigern’s service who came from the Forest of Dean. He became Myrddion’s assistant and apprentice and travelled
               with his master from Segontium to Constantinople.
            
            
         

         
         
            
            	Captus
            
            	A captain in the Salian Frank army who was an escort for Myrddion’s party when they were captured by the Franks near Châlons
               in France. He became friendly with Myrddion.
            
            
         

         
         
            
            	Catigern
            
            	The illegitimate son of King Vortigern and a servant girl. He was the younger half-brother of Vortimer and the elder half-brother
               of Vengis and Katigern.
            
            
         

         
         
            
            	Ceridwen
            	A Celtic enchantress. She possessed the Cauldron of Poetic Inspiration.
            
            
         

         
         
            
            	Childeric
            
            	Prince Childeric (440–481) was the son of Merovech, king of the Salian Franks, and succeeded his father as king.
            
         

         
         
            
            	Cleoxenes
            
            	A Byzantine nobleman, Cleoxenes was a diplomat in the service of the emperor of the Eastern Roman Empire. Initially, he was
               sent to Valentinian’s court in Rome as an envoy, and then joined Flavius Aetius at Châlons. He was at the Battle of the Catalaunian
               Plain as an observer. After the battle, he returned to Rome and was present at the meeting between Pope Leo I and Attila in
               Mantua.
            
            
         

         
         
            
            	Clodio
            
            	King of the Salian Franks. He was the father of King Merovech.
            
         

         
         
            
            	Constans
            
            	High King of the Britons, succeeding his father, Constantine III. He was the older brother of Ambrosius.
            
         

         
         
            
            	Constantine
            
            	Emperor Constantine (c.285–337) became emperor of Rome in 311. He divided the Roman Empire in two, with the capital of the
               Western Roman Empire in Rome and the capital of the Eastern Roman Empire in Constantinople, a city that bore his name.
            
            
         

         
         
            
            	Constantius
            
            	Emperor Constantius (died 421) was the emperor of the Western Roman Empire and the consort of Galla Placidia.
            
         

         
         
            
            	Emilio
            
            	An innkeeper in Constantinople.
            
         

         
         
            
            	Erasistratus
            
            	A noted Alexandrian physician.
            
         

         
         
            
            	Erikk Horsebreaker
            
            	A Gepid warrior who acted as a courier.
            
         

         
         
            
            	Ferreus
            
            	A thug, also known as Iron Bar. He was a wrestler and bully in Rome’s subura.
            
         

         
         
            
            	Finn ap Finbarr
            
            
            	Also known as Truthteller. A forward scout with Vortigern’s army, he became one of Myrddion’s assistants and travelled with
               the healer to Constantinople.
            
            
         

         
         
            
            	Flavia
            
            	The daughter of Flavius Aetius, she married Thraustila, a Hungvari nobleman who served in Emperor Valentinian’s guard. She
               seduced Myrddion and had a brief liaison with him while on a journey from Ravenna to Constantinople.
            
            
         

         
         
            
            	Fortuna
            
            	The Roman goddess of chance or luck.
            
         

         
         
            
            	Freya
            
            	The Norse goddess of love and fertility. She was the most beautiful and propitious of the goddesses and was called upon in
               matters of love.
            
            
         

         
         
            
            	Galen
            
            	A Roman philosopher and physician.
            
         

         
         
            
            	Galla Placidia
            
            	The daughter of Theodosius I, Galla Placidia (392–450) was married to various husbands before eventually becoming the empress
               consort to Constantius III, the emperor of the Western Roman Empire.
            
            
         

         
         
            
            	Gallica Lydia
            
            	Wife of Petronius Maximus.
            
         

         
         
            
            	Gaudentius
            
            	The son of Flavius Aetius, he was married to Valentinian’s daughter.
            
         

         
         
            
            	Gorlois
            
            	The Boar of Cornwall who is the king of the Dumnonii tribe. He is married to Ygerne, and is the father of Morgan and Morgause.
            
         

         
         
            
            	Gwylym
            
            	Gwylym ap Gwylydd was a Celtic mercenary who served under Flavius Aetius in Gaul.
            
         

         
         
            
            	Hengist
            
            	A Saxon aristocrat who served under King Vortigern as a mercenary for a number of years before leaving to re-join the Saxon
               invaders. He eventually became the thane of the Kentish Saxons.
            
            
         

         
         
            
            	Heraclea
            
            	The sister of Thraustila Minor, Flavia’s husband.
            
         

         
         
            
            	Heraclius
            
            	Chamberlain to Emperor Valentinian III.
            
         

         
         
            
            	Herophilus
            
            	A famed Greek philosopher and physician.
            
         

         
         
            
            	Hippocrates
            
            	A famed Greek philosopher and physician. He is remembered for the Hippocratic Oath.
            
         

         
         
            
            	Honoria
            
            	Princess Honoria was the daughter of Emperor Constantius and Galla Placidia, and the sister of Valentinian. During Attila
               the Hun’s forays through Gaul and Italia, she sent a letter to Attila offering herself as a marriage candidate. The failure
               of her machinations caused Attila to attack the Western Roman Empire.
            
            
         

         
         
            
            	Horsa
            
            	Brother of Hengist and a mercenary in Vortigern’s forces.
            
         

         
         
            
            	Isaac
            
            	A famed Jewish healer who practised medicine in Rome and Ravenna.
            
         

         
         
            
            	Leo I
            
            	Pope Leo I was a distinguished and competent pope who was appointed to the papacy in 440. Among other successes, he led a
               delegation to Mantua in company with two delegates of the Western Roman Empire at the behest of Emperor Valentinian in 452.
               Their task was to meet Attila the Hun and intercede with him on behalf of the citizens of Rome.
            
            
         

         
         
            
            	Licinia Eudoxia
            
            	Wife of Emperor Valentinian.
            
         

         
         
            
            	Marcian
            
            	The emperor Marcian (392–457) was a protégé of Flavius Aspar. He became the emperor of the Eastern Roman Empire in 450 through
               the influence of the magister militum. He succeeded Theodosius, and was married to Pulcheria.
            
            
         

         
         
            
            	Magnus Maximus
            
            	Legendary Roman ruler of Britain. He was the grandfather of Ambrosius.
            
         

         
         
            
            	Merovech
            
            	The king of the Salian Franks was also known as Merovius (415–451) although dates are problematic. He was the father of Prince
               Childeric, and was reputed to be one of the leaders of the coalition who defeated Attila the Hun at the Battle of the Catalaunian
               Plain in 451. His mother was believed to have been impregnated by a sea-monster.
            
            
         

         
         
            
            	Mithras
            
            	An obscure deity in Zoroastrianism. He represented the father figure and was adopted as the warrior god of the Roman soldiery.
            
         

         
         
            
            	Morgan
            
            	Eldest daughter of Gorlois and Ygerne, sister to Morgause and half-sister to Arthur, who becomes High King of the Britons.
            
         

         
         
            
            	Morgause
            
            	Daughter of Gorlois and Ygerne, sister to Morgan and half-sister to King Arthur. Husband of King Lot and mother of Agravaine,
               Gawaine and Geraint.
            
            
         

         
         
            
            	Myrddion Emrys
            
            	He was named after the sun. His name means Lord of Light.
            
         

         
         
            
            	Olwyn
            
            	Daughter of Melvig ap Melwy, mother of Branwyn and grandmother of Myrddion. She was killed by Vortigern at Dinas Emrys.
            
         

         
         
            
            	Optilia
            
            	A Hungvari captain in Valentinian’s guard. He was involved in the plot that resulted in the emperor’s murder.
            
         

         
         
            
            	Petronius Maximus
            
            	A senator who later became emperor. His reign was short-lived and lasted for only two months before he was torn apart by the
               Roman mob after the Vandals commenced their attack on the capital.
            
            
         

         
         
            
            	Phoebe
            
            	Wife of Emilio, innkeeper in Constantinople.
            
         

         
         
            
            	Pincus
            
            	Cleoxenes’s manservant.
            
         

         
         
            
            	Placidia
            
            	The daughter of Emperor Valentinian III and the granddaughter of Galla Placidia. She married Gaudentius.
            
         

         
         
            
            	Praxiteles
            
            	A servant in Constantinople who entered Myrddion’s employ.
            
         

         
         
            
            	Pulchria
            
            	The healers’ landlady at their rented premises in Rome’s subura.
            
         

         
         
            
            	Pulcheria
            
            	The wife of Emperor Marcian of the Eastern Roman Empire, the empress was the sister of Emperor Theodosius who preceded Marcian
               on the throne.
            
            
         

         
         
            
            	Ranus
            
            	A Frankish horse trader in Gesoriacum (Calais).
            
         

         
         
            
            	Rhedyn
            
            	A Celtic camp follower who became a servant for Myrddion’s healers on the journey from Segontium to Constantinople.
            
         

         
         
            
            	Rowena
            
            	The second wife of King Vortigern. She was of Saxon descent and was the mother of Vengis and Katigern.
            
         

         
         
            
            	Sangiban
            
            	King of the Alan nation.
            
         

         
         
            
            	Theodoric
            
            	King of the Visigoths, who died at the Battle of the Catalaunian Plain in 451.
            
         

         
         
            
            	Theodosius
            
            	Theodosius II (401–450) was the emperor of the Eastern Roman Empire. He was succeeded by Marcian.
            
         

         
         
            
            	Thorismund
            
            	The son of Theodoric, Thorismund succeeded his father as king of the Visigoths.
            
         

         
         
            
            	Thraustila
            
            	Married to Flavia. A Hun nobleman, he was pro-Roman.
            
         

         
         
            
            	Tofus
            
            
            	Servant of Flavius Ardabur Aspar.
            
         

         
         
            
            	Trigetius
            
            	Prefect Trigetius was a member of the delegation led by Pope Leo I that met Attila the Hun at Mantua.
            
         

         
         
            
            	Uther Pendragon
            
            	High King of the Britons, younger brother of Ambrosius and father of King Arthur. He succeeded Ambrosius.
            
         

         
         
            
            	Valentinian
            
            	Flavius Valentinian III (419–455) was the emperor of the Western Roman Empire from 425 to 455. He was the son of Galla Placidia
               and Constantius III. His predecessor was Honorius, and he was succeeded by Petronius Maximus. A weak ruler, he is mostly remembered
               for murdering the last of the great Roman generals, Flavius Aetius.
            
            
         

         
         
            
            	Vechmar
            
            	Personal physician to King Theodoric of the Visigoths.
            
         

         
         
            
            	Vortigern
            
            	The High King of the northern Britons of Cymru, some generations before the emergence of King Arthur. He is remembered as
               the first monarch to welcome the Saxons into his realm to appease his Saxon queen, Rowena.
            
            
         

         
         
            
            	Vortimer
            
            	Prince Vortimer was the son of King Vortigern and the brother of Prince Catigern. They were half-brothers of Vengis and Katigern.
            
         

         
         
            
            	Willa Major
            
            	A casualty of Attila’s army in Gaul, Willa was the mother of a young babe who survived and was adopted by Myrddion’s healers.
            
         

         
         
            
            	Willa Minor
            
            	An abandoned orphan who was found during the healers’ travels in Gaul.
            
         

         
         
            
            	Ygerne
            
            	Ygerne is the wife of Gorlois, the Boar of Cornwall. After his death, she marries Uther Pendragon. She is the natural mother of King Arthur.
            
            
         

         
         
            
            	Yusuf el Razi
            
            	A young man knifed at a brothel in Constantinople whose life was saved when Myrddion treated his wounds.
            
         

         
         
         
      

      
   
      
      PROLOGUE

      
      
         Three years after this, he himself [Constantine, King of Britain] . . . was killed by Conan, and buried close by Uther Pendragon
            within the structure of stones, which was set up with wonderful art not far from Salisbury.
         

         Geoffrey of Monmouth

      

      
      The Giant’s Dance loomed out of the rain and sleet in dark shades of charcoal. Myrddion dismounted and waded through the dying
         grasses, which were flattened by the strong winds that howled over the great plain. He had never seen the Giant’s Dance, but
         he had been told about the great stones that seemed to have been placed in the landscape by a gigantic child playing with
         pebbles. Looking at the Heel Stone, he felt a twinge of disappointment. The Dance was extensive and the healer had no notion
         of how the lintel stones had been winched into position, but he was mildly disappointed by the smallness of the scale.
      

      
      Hunching his head and shoulders under the fur-lined hood of his woollen cloak, Myrddion leaned against a bluestone column
         that was slightly shorter than a full-grown man. The slick wetness of the rock was both cold and vibrant under his sensitive
         fingertips. Listening with that odd other-sense that plagued sections of his family, he could hear a thick humming noise reverberating
         out of the blue monoliths, and revised his poor opinion of the imposing nature of the Dance. Something very old and menacing
         dwelled within the strange arcane circles of stones. The origins of the Dance had been lost in the vortex of time, but one
         local legend suggested that the Lord of Light, Myrddion’s namesake, had built it during the ancient days.
      

      
      ‘Are you done, master?’ Cadoc stood at the very top of the huge, encircling mound, his nose bright red in the chill wind and
         his hunched figure a picture of cold misery. ‘This wind would freeze off a witch’s tits.’
      

      
      ‘You’ve no soul, Cadoc,’ Myrddion murmured, knowing his servant would be unable to hear him over the howling gale. ‘Get out
         of the wind for the moment,’ he shouted. ‘I’ll come along shortly.’
      

      
      The apprentice raised one wool-wrapped arm in acknowledgement and trudged down into the ditch that encircled the Dance. Every
         movement of his stolid warrior’s body spoke of his dissatisfaction with the weather. Cadoc was loyal and indispensable within
         the healing tents, but the scarred warrior hated cold weather and dreaded the prospect of sailing to the land of the Franks
         across the Litus Saxonicum. He would follow where Myrddion travelled, but the healer knew that the ex-warrior with the ugly
         burn marks on his face and neck would complain irritatingly every step of the way.
      

      
      Myrddion sighed, but regardless of the invisible yet palpable presence of Cadoc waiting at the wagons he made his way to the
         very centre of the Dance. One huge, upright stone bore the marks of a blade, and Myrddion followed the shape of the carving
         with his ungloved hand.
      

      
      ‘A knife!’ he whispered aloud. ‘What in the name of Bran and all the gods caused the symbol of a knife to be carved into these stones? This whole place is a mystery.’
      

      
      As he peered closely at the slick, icy surface of the stone, Myrddion recognised that the design of the knife was outland.
         No Celtic swordsmith had wrought this dagger, and only a skilled and observant engraver could have picked out its details
         on the stone. The healer memorised the shape in case he should ever see such a weapon again.
      

      
      A pale moon struggled with dense clouds that were pregnant with sleet, and almost unconsciously Myrddion was drawn to the
         centre of the great horseshoe of stones where a large, rough-cut block of heavy local rock lay like an altar. There, at the
         very heart of the Dance, he felt a gathering of dark symbols, as if he could pull back a curtain and watch the builders as
         they laboured through uncounted generations to bring the circle to life. But for what purpose?
      

      
      Wheeling constellations. A sunrise that sent long bars of light and shadows racing across green grass, while shaggy shapes
         chanted to the thudding accompaniment of hardened spear-shafts as they struck the ground. He could feel no blood – only the
         light that flowed in great rivers as it cascaded through his eyeballs and burned his retinas. A star hovered over the central
         pair of stones with the great crosspiece positioned over it. In a dim, trance-like state, Myrddion realised that he was drifting
         off to the edges of a fit; that old, much-feared unconsciousness when he said and did things that defied his waking, scientific
         mind. With a wrench powered by all the anger that hid in the child who was almost grown to manhood, he pulled himself away
         from the star and the river of light, seeing the figures fade into gusts of rain as he returned to his true self.
      

      
      His right hand was pressed against the altar stone, which still felt warm from the touch of long dead sunrises. Myrddion snatched
         his hand away and the connection with the Dance splintered like frostbitten rock under the mason’s hammer.
      

      
      ‘Never! Never again! I’ll not live and fear the past or the future,’ he screamed. ‘I’ll not know.’

      
      But flurries of wind and rain blew his voice away.

      
      ‘All I want – all that I’ll accept – is to find Flavius, whoever he is. If I have to travel beyond the Middle Sea to the cataracts
         that support the pillars of the world, then I’ll go. But I’ll know why my father played dice with my life before I was born.
         I’ll face him and, if need be, I’ll kill him if that’s what it takes to be free of him. And I’ll not use the fits to track
         him down.’
      

      
      Brave words! Myrddion’s inner self sneered. What we want and what we get are rarely one and the same thing. The healer raised
         his eyes to the cloud-shrouded moon and laughed at his own foolishness. The gods will not be mocked, he thought sadly. They’ll
         not free us from the curses of our births. But I still want to know!
      

      
      ‘I want to know,’ he whispered aloud, then turned and ran through the circle, past the bluestones and beyond the Heel Stone,
         until he came to the mound and saw the wagons huddled together around the makeshift fire that Cadoc was attempting to keep
         alive.
      

      
      Again, Myrddion laughed and hurried towards the wagons, his friends and the sense of a purpose that would give him no inner
         peace until it was achieved. Behind him, the Dance waited as it had done for a thousand years. Not even a Demon Seed could
         disturb its long dreaming as it slumbered under the whips of the winter winds. It slept and dreamed until it would be needed
         again.
      

   
      
      MYRDDION’S CHART OF THE ROUTE FROM SEGONTIUM TO DUBRIS

      [image: image]


      
      CHAPTER I

      
      AN INAUSPICIOUS MEETING

      
  
      
         For how can man die better than facing fearful odds For the ashes of his father and the temples of his gods?
         

         Demosthenes, Olynthiacs

      

  
      
      In far-away Tintagel, where the fortress clung to a barren rock thrust out into a cold, howling sea, Queen Ygerne stood in
         her forecourt, wrapped in furs and shivering in the gelid afternoon air. To the west, the obscured sun coloured the thin,
         storm-ravaged clouds with a transparent orange glaze. Light struggled with darkness, like the battle that raged within her
         spirit. With hands thrust in coarse woollen mittens, she clutched at her flat belly and begged the goddess to be kind. Then,
         for good measure, she prayed to the Virgin Mary that the immortal mother would intercede with the Christian god and bless
         her unborn child.
      

      
      When Ygerne had become certain of her third pregnancy, she had told her husband, King Gorlois, that this time she was sure
         that her infant would be a boy. Her heart clearly told her the formless child’s sex, and she already dreamed of him, soft
         and milky, nestling in her arms. Gorlois had whooped with joy, for although his girls, Morgan and Morgause, were a permanent
         celebration of the wonder of their union, his masculine pride was stirred by the thought of a son to inherit the kingdom of
         Cornwall. Gorlois asked so little of Ygerne, and loved her so generously and purely, that the queen was overjoyed that she
         could give him his heart’s desire. The solstice feasts had been transformed by the fertility and felicity of their shared
         love.
      

      
      Then, as the rains of winter set in with a vengeance, the Boar of Cornwall had been called away by Ambrosius, the new High
         King. With regret, Gorlois had departed, for to leave his wife in the death days of the year was a wrench that made his heart
         ache. Gorlois knew she would be kept safe through the devotion of his guard and servants, but this new pregnancy gave his
         absence an additional poignancy that made the Dumnonii king short-tempered and depressed. As he rode across the causeway from
         Tintagel on his new colt, Fleet Foot, with his personal guard trailing behind him, he dared not look back at the fortress
         in case he should see the weeping face of Ygerne. He cursed Ambrosius and his demands, then straightened his back and galloped
         away from everything he loved.
      

      
      Now, in a grey place of stone, sea and wild things on the wing, Ygerne tried to commune with the developing son who lay in
         her womb. As yet, the child had no thread of consciousness to speak to her, so she felt very alone on her spur of rock, far
         from the courts of men. A shadow lay over her mind, as if a blanket had blotted out the warmth of the sun and extinguished
         all light. She longed for spring and the swelling of her belly, but the skies promised hard weather before the King of Winter
         perished and the new lord was born in a wave of perfumed flowers and soft rain.
      

      
      The sudden pain, low in her belly, was so swift and sharp that Ygerne dropped the bag of mending she carried with her during
         the day. She stared at the spilled clothing on the stones of the forecourt, at one of Gorlois’s knitted gloves that had fallen
         a little way from the woven bag and lay, like a crumpled grey flower, already unravelling at the thumb. To her cringing, shocked gaze,
         the ruined glove became the centre of her universe as the pain tore through her – and then was gone. Her legs trembled, and
         she felt a sudden leak of blood trickle down her thighs.
      

      
      ‘Are you well, my lady?’ A concerned guardsman had approached her, shocked by her sudden pallor. ‘For the love of the gods!
         Alarm! The queen is unwell!’ he shouted as Ygerne’s knees began to buckle with shock. ‘To me! The queen needs assistance!’
      

      
      As the guardsman swung her delicate frame into his arms, Ygerne knew her son had died and she began to keen, frightening the
         poor man so that his strong hands shook. Rushed inside the fortress, to her servants and her huge marital bed, Ygerne could
         only weep with sorrow and lost hope. As her serving women clucked their tongues over her bloodstained legs and hurried to
         staunch the bleeding, she turned her face into her pillow and asked the gods why Gorlois was being punished.
      

      
      Light as fingertips on her lips, faint words came to her out of the depths of her mind. ‘Not yet, Ygerne, your time is not
         yet come. Be patient, for you’ll have what you desire in time.’
      

      
      ‘How will I tell my love that his son has perished?’ she asked her serving women, who could only shake their heads and try
         to comfort her. ‘How will I explain to Gorlois when I cannot understand myself?’
      

      
      Out on the peninsula, the wind howled a message that chilled her spirit. ‘Not yet! Not now! You must wait!’

      
      Cadoc leaned against the rough side of the heaving boat and vomited into the sea. Ever since the port of Dubris had been left
         behind, the warrior had been unable to control his gorge, so that now he hung with his body half out of the vessel, a picture
         of abject misery. In the inexplicable way of humankind, Myrddion and Finn Truthteller were unaffected by the pitching and rolling of the ancient, salt-encrusted vessel, while Cadoc suffered his seasickness
         acutely.
      

      
      ‘You have to eat something, Cadoc,’ Myrddion coaxed, while the man’s face spasmed with sudden nausea. ‘You could develop a
         serious illness if you don’t eat for days on end.’
      

      
      He held out a bowl of clear soup, cold, but nourished with herbs, shredded chicken meat and a little poppy juice to settle
         the stomach, but Cadoc waved it away. The servant’s face was grey under his rueful grin, but Myrddion persisted. He depended
         on Cadoc’s superlative organisational ability, and having sold his wagons and livestock rather than risk them on the dangerous
         crossing of the Litus Saxonicum he would need the purchasing expertise of his servant once the wallowing, wooden vessel made
         landfall.
      

      
      ‘Please, Cadoc,’ he urged. ‘I’d not give you anything that would increase your discomfort. Sip the soup slowly and the nausea
         will pass. Trust me, my friend.’
      

      
      Against his better judgement, Cadoc sipped the thin gruel and discovered that it did have a palatable taste, although he’d
         have added a little salt if he was able. Led by his master to a nest of blankets prepared on the least frequented portion
         of the deck, he was persuaded to recline on the scrubbed planks where he huddled in a cocoon of wool so that only his dripping
         nose was exposed to the cold air. Once his vivid eyes began to cloud over and his head started to nod, Myrddion ushered Finn
         out of the other man’s hearing, hushing him when he opened his mouth to make a joke at Cadoc’s expense.
      

      
      ‘Be kind to our friend, Truthteller. He’s seriously ill from the movement sickness and I need him to be alert and healthy
         as soon as we are on dry land again. His malady will soon pass once we have docked, but until then he’s really suffering.
         Unfortunately, although the crossing is very short, the pangs of his illness are quite extreme.’
      

      
      Finn shook his head with the incomprehension of a man who has never been affected by the movement of the waves. ‘Of course,
         master. I’ll see him comfortable, although who’d have thought that the irrepressible Cadoc would be laid low by a few pitching
         waves?’
      

      
      ‘We all have weaknesses, friend Finn, even Cadoc.’

      
      Myrddion turned away and returned to the blunt prow of the crude vessel, where he strained his eyes towards the coastline
         in a wishful hope for the first sign of land. His thoughts ranged back to Londinium, and the dire things he had seen in that
         mighty Celtic city.
      

      
      After weeks of weary travel, the wagons eventually reached the broader roads leading into Londinium as a short winter day
         began to fade into darkness. The open countryside had given way to the unmistakable signs of a large metropolis, in conical
         Celtic cottages, small plots of tilled land, fences of crude wood and an abundance of inns, shop-fronts and trading stalls
         along the Roman road. Crudely daubed signs bore the ramshackle air of semi-permanence.
      

      
      Barca’s Food screamed a red sign over one such establishment, a place where bucolics and ragged children stood and played in thick mud
         and ate greasy stew with shared wooden spoons, or devoured chunks of meat, oozing fat, which they impaled on their knife points.
         Myrddion observed a crowd of filthy, tangled beards, sly eyes and ragged wools and furs typical of the inhabitants who dwelled
         on the fringes of any large settlement.
      

      
      Another sign leered drunkenly above a two-storeyed structure, which indicated its wares with the simple declaration Best and Cleanest Girls. Myrddion judged the truth of this boast by a young woman, barely beyond puberty, who lounged at the doorpost and scratched
         her crotch unselfconsciously. Under flimsy, revealing robes, her goose-pimpled flesh had the grey tinge of old dirt and her long black hair was greasy for lack of washing. Even
         from a distance of a few feet, Myrddion could see lice crawling through the tangled locks.
      

      
      Clean? Myrddion thought sardonically. I could become diseased just from talking to her. The girl caught his eyes with her
         own insolent, ancient invitation to experience the pleasures of the flesh. Under the childish veneer of seduction, he sensed
         a well of hatred and contempt that she had not yet learned to disguise.
      

      
      Pointing towards a copse of dispirited, bare trees that survived just off the road, Myrddion ordered his servants to make
         camp. With the economy of long practice, the servants obeyed, but preparation of the evening meal had barely begun when the
         first customers appeared in search of the healer. Somehow, with the mysterious genius of those who grasp all opportunities
         with alacrity, the settlers had already discovered the profession of the itinerant strangers. Sighing with weariness, Myrddion
         set to work, lancing boils, drawing a painful tooth from one sufferer and treating the small injuries and diseases common
         in any semi-rural community where poverty and dirt afflict the citizens.
      

      
      He was dressing a nasty infection with a pad of cloth smeared with drawing ointment when a huge form entered the tent and
         inserted itself between the firelight and the healer’s view of his patient. Myrddion cursed under his breath, rose to his
         feet and turned with sharp words of complaint on his lips.
      

      
      His protest withered.

      
      The figure was a huge warrior, standing well over six feet three inches, more than enough to block out the light. Myrddion
         was very tall, but this warrior overtopped him by several inches. Although the light from the fire was behind him, the young
         man seemed even larger and more impressive than he would otherwise appear, for he possessed a wild bush of amber curls that
         defied the strictures of plaits and the iron helmet designed to contain their vigorous tendrils. The light invested his head with a nimbus
         like a glowing, golden halo that exactly suggested a great crown.
      

      
      ‘Are you proficient with your sewing needles, healer?’

      
      Almost seductive in nature, the melodious, husky voice seemed to promise understanding and support. Myrddion shook his head
         to clear it of the dulcet offer that the tone implied and peered into the dark face.
      

      
      ‘Turn into the light, sir, so I can attend to your needs,’ he replied in kind, using his own mellifluous voice to counteract
         the warrior’s silken net of sound. ‘Cadoc can complete this dressing.’
      

      
      Mutely, the warrior turned so that the firelight washed his face with scarlet and held out a bronzed arm to reveal a long,
         shallow wound that travelled from elbow to wrist.
      

      
      ‘I see!’ Suddenly all business, Myrddion moved forward and gripped the proffered arm so he could inspect the wound more clearly.
         ‘What caused this injury, sir? The edges are puckered as if something blunt ripped through your skin.’
      

      
      ‘Something did.’ The warrior grinned engagingly. ‘I killed a boar on my spear, but the beast threw itself down the shaft as
         it attempted to gut me. One tusk managed to catch my wristband before it died.’ He smiled again. ‘It was determined to kill
         me, so I suppose I’m lucky to have escaped with this scratch.’
      

      
      Myrddion examined the inflamed edges of the wound and pursed his lips. ‘This boar has used his tusks on other, unclean prey,
         and even now the infection from their blood is attacking your flesh. You are fortunate that you came to me when you did. One
         more day and we might be mourning your imminent death.’
      

      
      The warrior watched intently as Myrddion began to wash the wound with hot water, taking care to clean every part of the nasty
         gash. Although the water must have burned the exposed and tender flesh, the man didn’t flinch. Then, while Myrddion heated
         a long tool until it was cherry red, he asked if the healer proposed to cleanse the wound with fire and seal off the blood vessels.
         Myrddion realised that the man had a curious and adaptive mind and was able to appreciate the reasons for his actions.
      

      
      ‘Aye, lord. It is paramount in wounds of this kind that the evil humours are scarified out of the injury before rot sets in
         and the limb dies. So easily are we crippled, sir, by things we cannot see.’
      

      
      ‘Then my luck holds, healer. I find myself wounded and you arrive on my doorstep, knowledgeable and ready to minister to my
         needs. What is your name?’
      

      
      Myrddion looked up into the handsome, tanned face and saw that the warrior was beardless, in the Roman fashion. Mystery piled
         on mystery with this tall stranger, Celtic in appearance, yet so alien in manner. He didn’t flinch as his flesh smoked and
         burned, except for a perceptible tightening of his lips.
      

      
      With a little nod of his head, Myrddion answered. ‘I am Myrddion Merlinus of Segontium, erstwhile healer to King Vortigern.
         I am en route to the Middle Sea to study my art under the great minds in Constantinople.’
      

      
      Except for raising one eyebrow interrogatively, the warrior showed no obvious sign of surprise. Myrddion felt the warmth of
         the man’s wide smile, but observed that no corresponding liking reached the cold blue eyes that watched him so carefully.
         Somewhere below his ribs, the healer cringed inwardly, as if he recognised someone who would change his life.
      

      
      ‘I am Uther Pendragon, brother of Ambrosius the Great, Lord High King of the Britons. You may have heard of me.’

      
      Uther spoke without a trace of prideful self-consciousness. Like an unpredictable force of nature, he simply was. The entire
         British world had heard of Uther Pendragon. Eloquently, he had expounded his lineage, his royalty and his utter self-belief
         with just a few simple words. Myrddion shivered, as if a cold wind had crawled over his bare flesh, threatening all kinds of punishment and horror.
      

      
      ‘Indeed, Lord Uther, all men who serve the goddess have heard of you and your valiant brother. The Saxons, Hengist and Horsa,
         were driven out of our lands at your command, while Powys, Dyfed and Gwynedd rest more peacefully because of your actions.’
      

      
      ‘You served the tyrant Vortigern?’ Uther asked as Myrddion smeared fresh salve along his wound, taking care to use a small
         wooden paddle so that his fingers never touched the reddened edges of the wound. Uther’s cold voice never wavered, but the
         blue eyes had hardened.
      

      
      ‘Aye. And tyrant is a good description of that unlamented king. He would have killed his own children by Queen Rowena had
         he not burned to death in his own fortress in the midst of an unseasonal storm.’
      

      
      Myrddion was choosing his words with a statesman’s care, even though Uther’s piercing eyes were fixed upon his wound. Uther
         was a truly dangerous man and Myrddion felt the air drain away around them, as if the High King’s brother could suck all the
         vitality out of the atmosphere with a single intent glance. The healer hardened his heart, composed his face and spoke on
         with feigned nonchalance.
      

      
      ‘Aye, Vortigern paid for his many sins when he ran the length of his own hall, wreathed in flames, as his fortress burned
         to the ground around him. Believe my words, lord, for I was at Dinas Emrys . . . and I saw the Burning Man.’
      

      
      Uther looked up then and caught Myrddion’s eye as the healer began to bandage the ugly slash. His eyes were frigid, although
         his mouth smiled with a woman’s promise. ‘It is said that he was struck by lightning.’
      

      
      ‘I saw and heard lightning aplenty that night, lord, but I didn’t see what set Vortigern aflame. He was within his bedchamber
         when the fire engulfed him, so I doubt that the gods sent a bolt from the heavens just to take his life. The actions of men
         probably ended Lord Vortigern’s existence. He certainly had enemies enough.’
      

      
      Uther smiled. ‘So I have been told, healer, so I have been told. How did you come to serve the Regicide?’

      
      Myrddion washed his hands in a large bowl of warm water and chose his words carefully. ‘When I was a boy, I lived in Segontium
         with my grandmother Olwyn and her second husband, Eddius. Vortigern had me captured because he had been told that blood from
         the son of a demon should be used to seal the foundations of his tower at Dinas Emrys. I was taken because it was rumoured
         that I was the Demon Seed.’
      

      
      Uther raised one eyebrow. ‘So I’ve heard – but I doubted the truth of such a boast. I am agog to hear your ancestry from your
         own mouth,’ the prince added with a white and sardonic grin. ‘I’ve been told the Demon Seed predicted things Vortigern didn’t
         wish to hear.’
      

      
      ‘So the rumour says, Prince Uther, but I’ve no memory of what I said. Vortigern feared to kill me, so he murdered his magicians
         in my stead. But Fortuna turned her face away from me. My grandmother, who was a Deceangli princess, and the priestess of
         the Mother, came to save me. Vortigern struck her with his clenched fist, and the blow killed her.’
      

      
      ‘So how could you serve the Regicide when your grandmother’s blood called to you from the earth? Were you frightened?’ Uther’s
         perfect teeth, so unusual in any warrior over thirty, seemed very sharp and lupine. Myrddion wondered if the prince enjoyed
         the infliction of pain as much as his glistening eyes and moist mouth seemed to suggest.
      

      
      ‘I had no choice, for he threatened to kill my mistress, Annwynn of Segontium, who is a famed healer in Cymru. I obeyed, and
         eventually he told me my father’s name. Not that he was much help, for Flavius is a very common Roman gens. However, I’m now
         free to seek my father out.’
      

      
      Myrddion checked the prince’s bandage carefully and found a small container so that Uther could take a quantity of ointment
         with him. As he pressed the small horn box into the prince’s hand, he felt a shiver of presentiment course through his blood.
      

      
      ‘Take care to keep the wound very clean and dry – and use fresh bandages when you dress it, my lord. Evil humours have a way
         of creeping into the most carefully tended wounds.’
      

      
      ‘I am fated to die peacefully in my bed, healer, for so it has been prophesied. But I thank you none the less for your labours.’

      
      Uther searched in a leather pouch and retrieved a golden coin, far too much payment for Myrddion’s ministrations, and flicked
         it towards the healer with a deft and insulting movement of his thumb. Reflexively, Myrddion caught it in his cupped hands
         and tried to return it.
      

      
      ‘That’s far too much gold for such a simple task, my lord,’ he protested.

      
      ‘Consider it an indicator of payments for services you will provide in the future. When you return from your journey to Constantinople,
         I would have one of the finest healers in the land as my personal physician.’ Uther laughed as if he had made a good joke,
         enjoying the flush of embarrassment that stained Myrddion’s cheeks. ‘I will remember you, Myrddion-no-name, and I will not
         have forgotten our talk on this day when you return from your travels and enter my service.’
      

      
      Prudently, Myrddion kept any words of refusal between his teeth and bowed low so that Uther wouldn’t recognise the mutiny
         in his eyes. Then the prince swept away without a backward glance, accompanied by three warriors who had waited near the raised
         leather entrance of the tent.
      

      
      Cadoc exhaled noisily with relief once the small party had vanished into the night. ‘You can thank all the gods for your skill,
         master. An arrow was notched and ready for flight throughout your ministrations. Did you not see the archer in the shadows
         of the wagon?’
      

      
      Myrddion shook his head as his knees threatened to collapse under him. ‘I feel as if I’ve just escaped from a pit of angry
         vipers,’ he muttered as he sank to his haunches by the fireside. ‘Uther Pendragon makes Vortigern seem kindly and generous.’
      

      
      ‘That man is a devil, master, a chaos-beast come to tear the land to ribbons for his own benefit. Did you see his eyes? For
         the first time, I’m glad we’re going to Constantinople, wherever that is. He’ll not find us there, master, and he would if
         you remained here. He wants your skills.’
      

      
      ‘Perhaps battle will claim him while we are absent from Britain. I’ve had my fill of arrogant, powerful masters who ride roughshod
         over the dreams of ordinary men.’
      

      
      ‘Not him. He’ll survive the worst that fate can throw at him and still flourish. We’d best be gone before first light, for
         I’d not put it past that devil to steal you away for the sake of his precious honour.’
      

      
      ‘Aye.’ Myrddion nodded in agreement. ‘Wake me at dawn.’

      
      The night was as cold as ever and the dried grasses under the copse of trees made an uncomfortable and itchy bed, but Myrddion
         was suddenly so exhausted that he couldn’t keep his eyes open. He plunged into the river of sleep as if he meant to drown
         himself, and through the marshes of the darkness night-horses sent horrors after him until his cries disturbed the other sleepers
         and Finn was forced to wake him with a worried frown.
      

      
      Londinium was a city that had been infiltrated and defeated by stealth. As the healers rode through its outskirts, heading
         for the southeastern roadway that would lead to Dubris on the coast, Myrddion couldn’t fail to recognise the hordes of Saxon traders clogging the Roman streets and a growing accumulation of filth
         where the clean outlines of stone drains had been become blurred with rubbish. The Roman passion for cleanliness was beginning
         to fade, while Celt, Saxon and dark-skinned traders from other lands hawked their wares in an argot of many mixed languages.
         Myrddion spied Romanised Celts dressed in togas and robes wearing expressions of permanent confusion, as if puzzled by the
         changes that had turned Londinium into a slatternly city.
      

      
      ‘The barbarians have taken Londinium without a single blow. See the traders? And beyond the villages, there are northern palisades
         that have no place in these lands.’ Cadoc’s face whitened a little and he shook his head like a shaggy hound. ‘Londinium can’t
         be allowed to fall, lord. What will happen to us if all sorts of wild men gain a foothold here?’
      

      
      ‘I don’t know, Cadoc,’ Myrddion whispered softly. ‘Hengist and his sons have set down roots in the north of the country, so
         many more Saxon ships will soon follow from the east. Before I die, I fear that the days will come when our whole green land
         will belong to the invaders . . . and our customs will be consigned to the middens of the past. Change has come, my friend,
         whether we want it or not.’
      

      
      Cadoc was affronted by Myrddion’s opinion, so he busied himself by carefully handling the reins of the four horses that were
         dragging the heavy wagon. ‘The Saxons won’t be permitted to lord it over our people while we can still fight. I know what
         those bastards are like. They destroy everything that is good in the name of their savage gods.’
      

      
      ‘I hope you’re right, Cadoc, but reason tells me that a change has come and only a fool pretends he can stop it. The Saxons
         aren’t wicked, just determined to find a permanent home. Perhaps Uther Pendragon can stop them, if anyone can.’
      

      
      ‘Now there’s a horrible thought,’ Cadoc muttered as he concentrated on controlling his team.
      

      
      ‘As you know, the cure is sometimes worse than the illness,’ Myrddion whispered, but his words were blown away in the stiffening
         breeze from the sea.
      

      
      The inhabitants of the towns of the south were nervous and inclined to be suspicious of strangers, for these people had endured
         the invasions led by Vortigern’s Saxon bodyguards, Hengist and Horsa, and struggled with Vortimer’s bloody retribution for
         their incursions into the Cantii lands, so the local elders now waited for the void created by warfare to be filled by some
         new, as yet unknown, threat. Strangers were not to be trusted, for lies come easily to the lips of greedy and ambitious men.
         But healers were in demand, so the wealth in Myrddion’s strongbox gradually increased through payments of silver and bronze
         coin and the odd rough gem, besides the barter of fresh vegetables and eggs in return for their ministrations. Of necessity,
         such aid as they could offer to the citizens along the road to Dubris slowed their journey as well as enriching them, while
         bringing new dangers of robbery from unscrupulous and desperate outlaws.
      

      
      Finn Truthteller had been grimly silent as they passed the hillock of greening earth where so many Saxons had died during
         Hengist’s war, and he shuddered as he spied the standing slab of marble with its carving of the running horse. Knowing that
         Finn still suffered the lash of memory and a shadow of dishonour, Myrddion joined his servant in the second wagon as they
         passed an old, fire-scarred Roman villa.
      

      
      ‘You need not be concerned to look upon the ruins left by the Night of the Long Knives, friend Finn,’ the healer offered when
         he saw the shaking hands and quivering lips of his friend. ‘Hengist’s revenge on Vortimer’s Celts was no stain on your honour.’
      

      
      ‘I am the Truthteller, Lord Myrddion, and Hengist left me alive to testify to the death of Prince Catigern at this place. Many good men perished here, but I was saved to recount the tale.
         I’ll not run from a memory, master. I can’t. Better to face my ghosts and save my sanity.’
      

      
      Myrddion laid one sensitive hand on Finn’s arm where he could feel the bunched muscles that were a mute betrayal of Truthteller’s
         internal suffering. ‘You’re right. I somehow expected the villa to be larger and more oppressive than it is, when you consider
         its reputation. But, like all bad dreams, its reality is far less impressive than the memories it holds. It has become a worthless
         pile of fire-scarred bricks and stone rubble. See? The trees are beginning to grow through the open rooms and little will
         soon remain to remind us of what happened here.’
      

      
      ‘Aye,’ Finn replied slowly, as Myrddion felt some of the tension leave the man’s arm. ‘Weeds are covering the cracked flagstones
         and ivy is breaking up what is left of the foundations.’ Then, just as Myrddion thought that Finn had managed to banish his
         constant companions of shame and guilt, the older man cursed. ‘I wonder if Catigern lived for a time under Horsa’s body?’
         Myrddion saw a single tear drop from Finn’s frozen face.
      

      
      ‘I don’t know, Finn. But if he did, Catigern deserved to suffer. He was a brutal man who is better under the sod. He’d have
         betrayed us all for the chance to win a crown.’
      

      
      ‘Aye,’ Finn replied once more. He shook his brown curls and used the reins to slap the rump of the carthorse. ‘Better to be
         off on the seas and away from these bad memories.’
      

      
      Dubris still retained its links with the legions in its orderly roadways and official stone buildings, but the healers could
         see evidence of the growing malaise of carelessness in the pillaging of the old forum for building materials. Marble sculptures
         of old Roman gods had been carted away to be crushed and turned into lime, leaving empty plinths of the coarser stone so that, uneasily, Myrddion fancied that Dubris was cannibalising its own flesh.
      

      
      But the docks displayed the bustle and industry of any busy port. Vessels of all types jostled for moorings along the crude
         wooden wharves, while traders haggled with ships’ masters in half a dozen exotic languages. Running, grunting under the weight
         of huge bundles, or driving wagons drawn by mules, oxen and the occasional spavined horse, servants and slaves moved cargoes
         to warehouses or loaded ships with trade goods for the markets across the narrow sea that linked Britain and the land of the
         Franks. Above the din of commerce, Myrddion could barely make himself heard as he gave his instructions to Cadoc.
      

      
      ‘Sell our horses for the best prices you can get,’ Myrddion ordered as he ran an experienced eye over the rawboned beasts
         as they strained under their heavy loads. ‘Judging by the standard of animals we can see here, you’ll get a good price for
         our horseflesh. The wagons will have to go as well, but remember that we’ll have to buy others once we make landfall. Don’t
         let the bastards cheat us!’
      

      
      ‘It’ll be my pleasure, Master Myrddion. The traders will pay good coin, or I’ll make up the difference myself. However, we
         might need to wait for a few days to win the best prices. They’ll fleece us bare if they smell any desperation on our part.’
      

      
      ‘We can afford to wait for several days, for the spring sailing has only just begun. Besides, I’m sure we’ll have our first
         customers before the day is out.’
      

      
      As usual, Myrddion read the tone and desires of Dubris correctly. Even before the travellers had found an inn to provide them
         with moderately clean shelter, the grapevine of gossip had whispered of a skilled healer in the port and Myrddion, his women
         and his servants were soon profitably at work.
      

      
      Nor was it difficult to find a suitable vessel to continue their journey. The ship they chose was captained by a dour northerner who plied his trade between Dubris and the Frankish lands
         to the east, and was more than willing to bear passengers who wouldn’t need to fill his wide-bellied ship with their own goods.
         Prudently, Myrddion paid a quarter of the agreed price in advance and sealed the deal with a handshake.
      

      
      A week later, Dubris became a disappearing line of dirty haze in the charcoal skies behind them, and the Frankish port of
         Gesoriacum became an equally vague suggestion in the heaving seas before them. They were about to enter foreign climes, and
         Myrddion was still boy enough to feel his heart lighten with excitement. His mother might detest him because of the violence
         of his conception, and his beloved Olwyn had been buried on the sea cliffs above the straits of Mona isle, but Myrddion was
         still young and vigorous. Somewhere beyond the haze on the horizon were libraries full of learning, new ideas that would fire
         his questioning mind and a whole new world of sensation. Somewhere, out in the far-off corners of the world, the object of
         his quest might lead him to his destiny.
      

      
      The seabirds followed the wallowing vessel and squabbled over the food scraps that were tossed overboard. Like all scavengers,
         they were careless of the needs of their fellows, so they fought for their spoils with the intensity and ferocity of starving
         beggars. Even their cries were like eerie curses that followed Myrddion, sending his thoughts winging onwards towards the
         east and to the man he sought out of all the millions who populated lands that bordered the Middle Sea.
      

      
      And yet his reason called him a fool for allowing himself to pursue such a useless undertaking. An old cliché echoed in his
         brain, full of warning and threat, so he spoke the words aloud to rob them of their sting. ‘Be careful what you wish for .
         . .’ 

      
      MYRDDION’S CHART OF THE ROUTE FROM GESORIACUM TO CHÂLONS
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      CHAPTER II

      
      ON THE ROAD TO TOURNAI

      
      All journeys end, especially short, wind-driven dashes across the narrows of the Litus Saxonicum. As the sailors responded
         to the barked orders of the weather-beaten ship’s master, expertly using the single patched sail to catch the wind, Myrddion
         marvelled at the skill that drove the wallowing, wide-bodied vessel to tack ever nearer to the docks of Gesoriacum. The ravenous,
         noisy gulls, their constant companions on the journey, cursed the ship as it made its untidy arrival at the battered wooden
         wharves of the old Roman port. With one last chorus of pungent insults, the seabirds departed for mud flats that promised
         mussels, cockles and the detritus of a very dirty seaport.
      

      
      Gesoriacum was still ostensibly Roman, although the filthy inns on the seafront were home to men of all races, sizes and degrees
         of bad temper. While the three women who served the healer protected their master’s possessions and made vain attempts to
         ignore the lewd invitations uttered in half a dozen equally incomprehensible languages, Myrddion and Cadoc sought out a trader
         who was prepared to sell them two stout and weatherproof wagons and the beasts to power them.
      

      
      Like all ports, Gesoriacum was grimy, mud-spattered and vicious, offering every form of vice that brutal men could desire.
         Dispirited prostitutes of both sexes stood against the salt-stained buildings trying to keep themselves dry in a steady drizzle
         of rain. Drunkards cluttered up the roadways and reeled argumentatively out of wine shops, eager to take offence if a stranger
         crossed their path. Ferret-eyed men promised good sport with dogfights, cockfights and even illegal scrimmages between desperate
         men who would win a few coins if they could beat their opponents into a bloody pulp. The air was stale with the smell of seaweed,
         drying fish, excrement and desperation, so Myrddion walked carefully with one hand on the pommel of the sword he had inherited
         from Melvig.
      

      
      ‘Shite! Watch where you be putting your clodhoppers, you horse’s arse,’ a half-drunken sailor cursed before he spotted Myrddion’s
         sword and noted Cadoc’s angry eyes. ‘Your pardon, master,’ he muttered and would have scurried away, suddenly sober, if Cadoc
         hadn’t gripped his torn tunic with a muscular, scarred hand.
      

      
      ‘Do you know of any place in this flea-bitten billet where we can purchase wagons and horses?’ Cadoc rasped in the Celtic
         tongue.
      

      
      Nonplussed, the sailor shook his head, and Cadoc was forced to repeat the question in sketchy Saxon, backed with Myrddion’s
         Latin, which was almost too pure for the man to understand.
      

      
      Finally, he pointed one grimy paw down a darkening back alley. ‘Try that Roman pig Ranus. He deals in horseflesh, if he hasn’t
         sold them all to the army. And if there are any wagons to be had, he’ll know where they can be found – at a profit to him.’
      

      
      Even before Myrddion could thank him, the sailor had slipped eel-like out of Cadoc’s grasp and scampered down a dark lane
         like a sleek, black rat. Cadoc wiped a greasy hand on his jerkin with an exclamation of disgust. ‘Doesn’t anyone wash in this
         hellhole? That bastard’s sweat reeks of cheap ale, and my hands will stink for weeks.’
      

      
      Myrddion ignored Cadoc’s complaints and entered the indicated alleyway cautiously. The few cobbles were slick with rainwater, urine and congealed grease that had been dumped out of a nearby
         kitchen. The smell almost took his breath away with its rancid, sharp tang.
      

      
      The shadows were oppressive where the two-storeyed shanties leaned together like drunken friends holding each other upright.
         Where the last of the dusk sent a little light into the shadows, Myrddion swore he could see the gleam of eyes. He loosened
         his great-grandfather’s sword in its scabbard with a dangerous hiss of tempered metal. Avoiding the filthy sludge on the cobbles,
         the two men picked their way carefully through the looming darkness and the piles of half-visible rubbish. A rat scuttled
         over Cadoc’s foot and he cursed in sudden alarm, but the alleyway was empty of human scavengers and the two healers soon found
         themselves on a mean, narrow street that was empty and silent.
      

      
      ‘Our hasty friend seems to have directed us on a fool’s errand,’ Myrddion murmured, but almost before he had finished speaking,
         he heard the whicker of horses at the end of the muddy thoroughfare.
      

      
      Without bothering to waste more words, he jerked his thumb in the direction of stamping hoofbeats and the stench of horse-dung.
         Keeping to the very centre of the dark roadway, master and servant picked their way through the ordure-fouled mud until they
         came to an enclosure in which horses loomed out of the shadows like solid, black standing stones. The presence of the men
         set the beasts to jerking and snorting in panic, but Myrddion passed them by until he came to a rough building built of split
         wooden slabs with a roof of crudely shaped, fired-clay shingles. Even in the darkness, the fitful moonlight showed that the
         tiles were furred with bright green moss and the walls of the stables and outbuildings were so poorly built that lamplight
         shone through the many cracks and splits in the structure.
      

      
      ‘This must be Ranus’s establishment,’ Myrddion grunted. ‘Let’s hope that his beasts are sounder than his building skills.’
      

      
      Cadoc used the pommel of his knife to pound on a flimsy-looking door that proved to be surprisingly sturdy. A string of muffled
         oaths served as the only response to his knocking, but Cadoc was persistent. Eventually, the door was unbolted and the light
         from the gatekeeper’s oil lamp revealed a prominent, ruddy nose in a face that sloped away into a chinless jaw and an equally
         narrow, receding forehead.
      

      
      ‘What do you want, waking a body in the middle of the night?’ The chinless man exposed a set of broken, blackened teeth and
         large canines that gave his mouth a predatory cast.
      

      
      ‘It’s barely dusk,’ Myrddion retorted in a high-handed fashion, speaking in his purest Latin. The doorkeeper raised one ginger
         eyebrow at the young man’s accent.
      

      
      ‘So? What do you want me to do about it? All decent souls are about their supper and preparing for their beds rather than
         annoying citizens who are minding their own business.’
      

      
      ‘We wish to speak to Ranus about the purchase of some horses and wagons.’ Myrddion was curt to the point of rudeness, but
         the doorkeeper seemed incapable of digesting the healer’s tone.
      

      
      ‘You can tell your master that we have coin to pay, but we won’t waste our time talking with ostlers,’ Cadoc added in his
         Saxon argot.
      

      
      The doorkeeper grumbled into his thin beard and moustache, ordered them to wait and then promptly latched the door behind
         him. Master and servant cooled their heels on the doorstep for ten minutes and Cadoc would have put his shoulder to the warped
         wood had Myrddion not ordered him to be patient.
      

      
      Just when the healer too was considering intemperate action, the door was thrust open and a plump figure beckoned them into
         a narrow corridor lit by a single oil lamp. Myrddion’s nerves twitched with a presentiment of danger, but he followed the man over a well-worn step which was enlivened by a rather picturesque
         design of a horse laid out in coloured pebbles and shards of tile.
      

      
      ‘Greetings, good sirs! Forgive my servant for his caution, for it’s not often that traders come so late to do business. But
         I say that coin is coin, regardless of when a buyer comes knocking.’
      

      
      ‘You are Master Ranus, I presume?’ Myrddion began, and then his words withered in his throat when he saw the tawdry magnificence
         of the room at the end of the corridor.
      

      
      Ranus was obviously a man of means, if his triclinium was any indication. Although the building seemed ramshackle on the outside,
         the inner walls were of polished lime render and covered with paintings that aped the old glories of the Empire. Fanciful
         trees and birds were displayed in a landscape that could never have existed on this earth, while partially clad dryads cavorted
         lewdly around a drunken Dionysius as he pressed grapes against their naked breasts or caressed their plump thighs. Myrddion
         shuddered at the thought of dining with such murals as a backdrop.
      

      
      ‘They’re fine works, aren’t they? I spare no expense when I entertain in my house. And I’ve no doubt that you also believe
         that quality is worth paying for.’ Ranus aimed an oily smile at Myrddion and directed him towards a splendid dining couch
         with magnificent scarlet upholstery, trimmed with gold fringing that was beginning to tarnish. The healer seated himself with
         easy grace, trying not to touch a fresh food stain that had left a greasy trail across the head of the couch.
      

      
      ‘Of course, my friend. It’s only sensible to pay well and pursue the very best, if one is to get lasting value from one’s
         purchases.’
      

      
      ‘So how can old Ranus help a young lordling like you, sir? A horse for riding, perhaps? One to impress the ladies? Or are
         you off to the wars?’
      

      
      Myrddion explained his needs succinctly and carefully. Now that he and Cadoc could see the horse trader more clearly, they
         were unimpressed by their host’s appearance and manner, even when he clapped his hands imperiously and the doorkeeper shuffled
         off to find wine and sweetmeats for the guests.
      

      
      Ranus was a short, thickset man with a colouring and a greasy toga that shouted a mixed Roman heritage. His eyes were very
         black, like his dusty hair, and were too close together for him to appear trustworthy. A single bushy eyebrow wound above
         them like a rather nasty caterpillar. His feet in their rough cobbled sandals were none too clean, although his hairy fingers
         were covered with large rings that had eaten into the puffy flesh. A costly pin of northern workmanship held his toga and
         tunic in place, while his hair had been forced into a series of curls that trailed across his forehead in an unsuccessful
         copy of the epicurean style.
      

      
      Before business began, Ranus insisted that his guests take a draught of Spanish wine in real glass goblets. From Ranus’s airy,
         casual use of the glass, Myrddion saw that the horse trader was inordinately proud of his imported possessions. Cadoc almost
         choked when he took a deep quaff, and only managed to swallow the vinegary liquid with difficulty. Wisely, Myrddion forced
         himself to sip his wine and praised Ranus on the quality of his choice. The Roman flushed with pleasure and thrust a salver
         of sticky honey concoctions upon his guests, who managed to eat without revealing their distaste.
      

      
      ‘So you will need four carthorses rather than mounts for yourselves. You’re lucky, young sirs, for I don’t have a horse suitable
         for riding, no matter what price you offered me. All the young warriors have purchased any beast that is even remotely battle-ready
         so that they can join Flavius Aetius in his campaign against those damned barbarians. The gods alone know what’ll happen if
         Aetius fails. I suppose our skulls will be decorating Attila’s hall.’
      

      
      Ranus paused dramatically, hawked, and then spat onto his pebbled mosaic floor. Myrddion tried not to wince, or to betray
         his ignorance of local politics.
      

      
      ‘At any road, I can sell you some carthorses that are too damned slow for battle, but quite capable of towing the heaviest
         of wagons. They’re not young, mind, but they’re not likely to die on you either. You have my word on it.’ Then Ranus named
         a sum that left Cadoc gape-mouthed.
      

      
      The horse trader quickly explained. ‘You can search through Gesoriacum all week, my fine sirs, and you’ll not do better. A
         man would be a fool if he didn’t take advantage of the times. As my old father used to say, only an idiot ignores supply and
         demand, so it’s up to you. But if you wait too long, these beasts will be sold to a cook from the kitchens who’s anxious to
         make a name for himself.’
      

      
      ‘Show us your horses then, Ranus. I’ll not buy any animal sight unseen,’ Myrddion said. His dark brows were drawn together
         and Ranus saw a flicker of irritation lurking at the edges of the healer’s eyes.
      

      
      ‘Certainly, young sir, come along with me. I never cheat anyone, least of all young lordlings such as you. It’s bad for business,
         for a start. Mind the step! Horses are mucky creatures, all told, and their real talent is turning fresh hay into horse shit.’
      

      
      Ranus led the two Celts through a series of small storerooms into a tumbledown stable where two young stable hands had made
         themselves comfortable in the straw and were playing at dice. With highly descriptive and colourful oaths, Ranus drove them
         out into the yard to bring in the four carthorses. This task took some little time, for the animals had no desire to be penned
         into narrow stalls after the relative freedom of the muddy yard, with its supply of nettles and long grass that had been left
         to grow near the fence posts.
      

      
      Once the horses were in place in their stalls, Myrddion and Cadoc checked them from head to hock and were pleasantly surprised
         to find them to be in good condition. Ranus hadn’t lied, and although the animals were a little grey around their muzzles
         their eyes were clear, their yellow teeth were sharp and strong and their hairy hocks were sound.
      

      
      ‘We’ll take them. Now, do you have two wagons that we can purchase, preferably ones that are watertight?’

      
      Ranus rubbed his hands together with oily pleasure and presented two wagons for Cadoc’s careful inspection. Like the carthorses,
         the wagons were old and clumsy, but they came with stout leather covers that would protect Myrddion’s tools of trade. A bargain
         was soon struck and most of Myrddion’s store of gold changed hands. As Cadoc harnessed the horses, Myrddion turned back to
         face the wily old trader.
      

      
      ‘Ranus, I’ll tell you straight, I’ve no desire to serve in any conflict outside my own land. Commanders always seem to take
         advantage of healers, so I’ve been dragged into a number of disputes in the past. I’ve found that working for a royal master
         is never financially rewarding, so I’m sure you understand my reservations, my friend.’
      

      
      The Roman trader smiled like a shark. In truth, a good war was very profitable for his business, but he took pains to avoid
         any personal experience of the carnage. ‘Aye, young lordling, I can see that a healer would be a valuable addition to any
         commander’s army.’
      

      
      ‘How may I avoid the coming war? I wish to travel to the south, eventually to Ravenna, and I don’t wish to be sidetracked
         by the Huns or the Franks along the way. What route would be fastest and safest?’
      

      
      Ranus rubbed his stubbled chin with a horny forefinger. Myrddion winced at the rasping sound that resulted, while the Roman
         eyed the younger man with cunning, insolent eyes.
      

      
      ‘Well, young sir, if I were to gamble on where Attila will attack next, I’d be thinking of the rich lands to the southwest.
         He’ll pour his warriors into the lands of the Alemanni and strike either at Worms or Strasbourg. He could easily be holding
         those cities already, but we’ll never know until his horsemen come knocking at our own gates. The Huns move fast. Attila will
         carve through the Frankish countryside like a hot knife through cold butter, using the Reno river as his marker to move his
         troops from place to place.’
      

      
      Myrddion frowned. ‘So where should I go if I hope to avoid him? This land is foreign to us and I’d rather avoid any pitched
         battles, if I can – even minor skirmishes. Of course, if I stumbled across wounded men, I’d be morally bound to treat their
         wounds – but I must reach Ravenna without being delayed by a war.’
      

      
      ‘Then I’d take the main Roman road leading into the east. I’d drive my wagons to the river, where Caesar crossed into the
         north to defeat the barbarians, then head south to Tournai, Cambrai and the Frankish border cities. With luck you’ll skirt
         around the fighting.’
      

      
      Myrddion grimaced. ‘Won’t I be heading towards the Huns if I follow your advice? Why not follow the coastal route?’

      
      Ranus shrugged expressively. ‘It’s true that the best road runs along the coast, but you’re likely to run across one of the
         armed groups from the defending king’s forces. The Franks and the Goths are just as dangerous as Attila’s warriors, so I’d
         follow the central route if I were in your position. The roads there are in disrepair and the Romans don’t guard them any
         more. But, I do know that most of the bridges are still standing, so . . . well, it’s really up to you.’ Obviously sick of
         profitless chatter, Ranus turned back to his sweetmeats and his execrable wine, trusting his customers to latch the gate as
         they departed.
      

      
      The darkness was complete by the time Myrddion and Cadoc had picked up the three widows and loaded their provisions, the tools
         of their trade, the leather field tents and Myrddion’s precious box of scrolls. Distrusting the local inns along the waterfront,
         Myrddion chose to travel under the rising moon to the outskirts of Gesoriacum where they could make camp in relative safety.
         Unfed, but safe beneath the wagons among their furs and woollen blankets, the small party were soon fast asleep.
      

      
      Cadoc woke at daybreak and departed the camp to gather further supplies of food
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