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ABOUT THE BOOK

The legions of Rome are a fading memory. Enemies stalk the fringes of Britain. And Uther Pendragon is dying. Into this fractured and uncertain world a boy is cast. He is a refugee from fire, murder and betrayal – an outsider whose only companions are a hateful hawk and memories of those he’s lost.

Yet he is gifted, and under the watchful eyes of Merlin and the Lady Nimue he will hone his talents and begin his journey to manhood. He will meet Guinevere, a wild, proud and beautiful girl, herself outcast because of her gift. And he will be dazzled by Arthur, a warrior – a leader of men – who carries the hopes of a people like fire in the dark.

But these are times of struggle and blood, when even friendship and love seem doomed to fail. The gods are vanishing beyond the reach of dreams. Treachery and jealousy rule men’s hearts, and the fate of Britain itself rests on a sword’s edge.

But the young renegade who left his home in Benoic with just a hunting bird and a dream of revenge is now a lord of war …

He is a man loved and hated, admired and feared.

He is a man forsaken but not forgotten.

He is Lancelot.
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For my father, Alan James Upton (1946–2016) who, in his last weeks, taught me what courage is.
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Prologue

I PURSUE. RELENTLESS. Through every twist and turn, through the bitter smoke rising from countless steadings. Over the swell of burial mound and the glitter of stream. Between corn stacks and ancient oaks and standing stones, the woodlark an undulating streak of brown a talon’s length ahead. Now the white flash of his neck. Now the black and white on the leading edge of his wing. His song forgotten, his terror a taste on the wind.

I cannot catch him. Roll. Turn. Rising to the gods and swooping to the land. Stitching earth to sky. I revel in the chase but more so in the sight. All the bounty of the world crammed into my fierce eye.

I swerve, breaking from the lark’s wake. Drawn to the hum rising not from the nearby ocean but from men. I alight atop the branchless tree. The tooled tree, around whose waist hangs a belt of iron chain. I smell the rising fog of the crowd’s breath. It warms my feathers against the thin dawn air and I watch. I feel, too. More than a bird should feel. The sorrow which lies over the assembly like a shroud. The fear. The uncertainty and the regret.

The hum rises, rolls across the gathered like a wave, and subsides again. Spearmen come, parting the congregation, clumsy with fear and duty. Among them a woman. Her back as straight as their spears but far nobler. Hair black as a crow’s wing. Blue as a beetle’s shell. The burnished copper of beech leaves at the season’s turn. And she still owns such beauty that the air of the day is at once drawn into three hundred chests, like smoke and sparks sucked up the forge hood.

Arms snake out, hands clutching, grasping at her russet gown. Men and women coalesce, hungry to touch her as she passes. They crave a portion of her tragedy. Thirst for a sliver of her power. Fear her craft.

My hunger fades with the memory of the woodlark. A mean-spirited boy sees me and throws a stone and I rise from the stake, my broad, pointed wings beating faster than thought, and I hover in the gathering breeze, still watching the woman as she is led, pulled now and then like an unwilling mare to the stallion.

The tonsured man is talking now, but my ears are not my eyes and his words are as the honking of a goose. Up they pull her, ungraceful onto the faggots of sticks and wicker, and bring the cold chain round her waist, marrying her to the stake. She fights only with her eyes now and her carriage. Pride and shame are her only magic, whatever the tonsured man says, his arms stretched up, hands grasping at the sky.

Hanging there above them all, I am a quivering ball of energy, pent up with the tension of a drawn bow. I hope I do not spy another lark or a stonechat, a finch or a pipit, for my mastery over this creature’s instinct is thin as smoke; I may cut off west, chasing some quarry to the ends of the earth.

Fire now. Bright enough to hurt my eye. Blooming from a stave with the stench of pitch. The man holding this torch comes forward, his eyes cast down, as if he fears to meet the woman’s gaze. And well he might fear it. Might dread those blue-green eyes which have seen men’s souls as the hawk’s eyes see the world: in infinite, immaculate detail.

He is frozen, this fire-bearing man. Still and stiff as the stake which he dare not approach. Perhaps he is afraid of the woman. Perhaps he fears the crowd, which holds itself like a stuck breath. Wanting fire and yet not wanting it.

Now the golden man comes, his scales glittering in spite of the day. Folk shrink back from him in contrast to the way they had swarmed to the woman. They avert their eyes but I do not avert mine and I watch him snatch the firebrand from the other, his face the pallor of cold hearth ash.

He calls to the crowd in a voice like pain, and with long strides across the mud he carries the flame forward, an offering of fire to that which can be nothing without it.

But then he stops. He stands alone in a sea of souls. Not afraid to look at her as the other man had been. Their eyes are in each other now. Talons snarled in talons. Roots entwined in roots.

Somewhere a woman shrieks. More cries rise on hate-filled breath and the golden man lifts the wind-whipped firebrand, limbs steeled, purpose renewed, and takes the last three steps.

The woman’s tears fall to the dry wood. She turns her face away, looking above them all. Looking beyond them all, through the veil which separates one life from the next. The flame catches amongst the dry straw thrust between the wicker. A crackle of fire. A gasp from those who have come to bear witness. The first foul tendril of sickly yellow smoke curls up and a gust washes me in its charred stink. Too much for a creature of the clean sky. I careen up, away from the devouring hatred and fear, and I let the wind slice me away down the valley.


1

Fire in the Night

I STILL REMEMBER my father’s smell: leather and steel. The wool grease which was in his cloak and on his trews and on his blades, keeping the water out but stinking of sheep. The sweet hay scent of the stable and the old sweat of the saddle pads. His own sweat, too, and a man’s muskiness. And the sometimes terrifying taint of breath made sour by ale and wine.

Mostly I cannot conjure his face any more. Perhaps I do not want to. But I remember his smell. I only have to think of it to be a boy again.

I remember his touch, too, but because of its rareness, its unfamiliarity. The big hand scrubbing my head, leaving my hair standing in tufts. The granite of his chest against my back as he helped me draw my first bow. The pungent softness of his beard when he whispered to me one evening by the hearth that my mother was the most beautiful woman in all of Benoic.

And less rare, the sharp stones of his knuckles across my cheek which would leave me deaf and hot in one ear for a day. The bite of his belt when I had displeased him. Or someone else had. The iron grip of big hands on my arms and the shaking which rattled my brain in its skull and the raging, rain-flecked gale of his fury in my face.

Strangely, amongst all the swirling chaos of that night, I vividly recall the feel of my father’s hand. The coarseness of his skin wrapping mine. The thick, callused vice of it as he pulled me through the churning smoke and the flame-licked dark because our enemies had come.

I had been in the stables, brushing Malo, my father’s stallion, because he was in such a foul mood that no one else, not even Govran, would go near him. The snow lay thick that winter and lingered into spring. A white pelt on Benoic which had kept folk by their hearth fires, kept cattle in the byre and the horses in their stalls. For you did not risk a prince of beasts and beloved of the horse goddess Rhiannon by riding him in the snow without good reason. But try telling Malo that. Fifteen hands high and of Spanish stock, so Govran said, Malo was strong and fast, contemptuous and dangerous. Hot blood in a cold land. And he was bored. Frustrated by stillness. Blamed the world and the gods and man for it, but did not blame me.

And like all stallions, Malo reckoned the next best thing to a run was a fight. ‘Damned devil near bit my arm off when I took the brush to him,’ Govran had come in saying, stamping from his boots great clumps of snow, which melted in the floor reeds.

My father’s groom, Govran knew horses and loved them more than he loved people, including Klervi his wife, so she said often enough and got no argument from Govran.

‘Put Erwan on his arse when he tried to lift his hoof to check for rot,’ Govran spat, huffing into cold hands. ‘Ought to let that black devil loose and watch him run across the roof of the world, spitting fury an’ trailing fire.’ He looked first at my mother, then my father. He did not look at me. ‘You want the devil groomed you’ll have to send the boy.’

Not many could speak that way to my father. But Govran could. They had been sword-brothers long before my father was king.

‘Doesn’t say much for you, Govran,’ my father told him. And it didn’t, for I was not yet nine years old. ‘Should I be sending out for a new groom?’

‘Or a new horse,’ my mother hissed.

Govran muttered something which, fortunately for him, was not heard because the pine logs in the hearth popped and cracked over him. We had long used up the properly seasoned wood by then.

Outside, the wind was getting up and I knew that would not help the mood in the stables. ‘He won’t bite me, Father,’ I said. Almost certain of it.

A frown from my mother, heavy as snow-laden thatch. ‘That beast could bite off the boy’s head and swallow it in a gulp,’ she said.

‘He bites me because now and then he forgets what’s what,’ Govran said, rubbing some warmth into fingers and palms. ‘Goes back to thinking he’s the master and I’m the underling and tries to put me in my place. Bastard.’ He lifted his chin in my direction. ‘He’s not threatened by the boy.’

‘Boys don’t become men tied to their mothers’ skirts,’ my father rumbled, lifting the jar to his lips and drinking deeply.

‘Boys don’t become men by having their heads bitten off by bad-tempered beasts,’ my mother said.

No smiles. Just fire and lamp flame, smoke and stale air. We were all aching for the season’s turn.

A mutter and flick of the hand from my father. Enough. I was out the door, not even a horn lantern to light my way, tramping through the brittle snow and into Malo’s lamplit stall. Inside, it was warm with his musky scent and sweet with his breath, which plumed with the rhythm of forge bellows, fanning the ire which had driven all other humans away.

‘I am here,’ I said. ‘I am here.’ Spoken as softly as snow on snow. At first he snorted with derision, knowing full well that the men had retreated and sent in a boy. Ashamed of them for it. But I let him sniff my hands awhile, whispering that he could bite me if it would make him feel better. And when he didn’t bite me, I stood up on the farrier’s stool, buried my nose in his thick mane and inhaled him, then whispered that we two were friends and be damned the rest of them. Then we set to work: I on his raven-black coat, ridding it of straw dust and dirt, he on the task of letting go his hatred.

The mares and colts and other stallions in the stables were fidgeting. A horse fears the wind’s hiss because he fears snakes. It is in him, deep down, passed from sire to foal. So a foreigner had told Govran, who told me. ‘If you ask me, it is more likely they fear the sounds they cannot hear for the wind, such as a prowling wolf pack,’ Govran said, which seemed more likely to a young boy who thought a prince like Malo could not mistake the currents and tides of the sky for a creature which slides on its belly.

I would get to three or four of the other horses after, if I could. But I loved Malo best, and when I was in his stall the world outside was as smoke dissipating on the draughts. It was Malo and me and the pig-bristle brush. Head to neck, chest, withers, then foreleg, all the way down to the knee and even the hoof. Now and then rubbing the bristles through the stag-horn comb to rid them of debris.

Then his long back, side, belly, croup, and, finally, his hind legs all the way to the hoof. Each stroke teasing his skin’s oil to the surface until he gleamed like polished ebony. Then to his mane and tail with the comb, gentle as thought, yet careless of the half-moon’s passage across the sky, until they were as silk rippling in the gusts which squeezed their way between the stall timbers.

Even Malo could not hold a grudge for long. Not with me. By the time I had finished, the glint in his eyes which had been indignation before was pride now. And there he stood, snorting and arrogant, living up to his name, which meant shining hostage, for he had belonged to my father’s enemy before. When I was still at the breast, he was taken in a raid along with other treasures, though in the end my father had liked him too much to sell him back.

‘A horse can be as vain as any warrior,’ Govran had said. Malo was vainer than any of my father’s men. But I liked him and he liked me. And he never once bit me. Not once.

And the first I knew of the attack that night which would change my life for ever, was the scream.

Grooming cloth in hand, I was almost done, stroking away the last of the dust left behind by the soft brush, wiping around Malo’s eyes and ears where he would not tolerate bristles. I was immersed in the task, relishing the gleam in his black coat just as my father’s hearth warriors indulged themselves when they worked a lustre into helmets and blades and scabbards and the leather of their sword belts. So that at first I had not caught the shrill note of a horn in the wind’s wild keening beyond the fragrant haven of the stables. It was Malo who told me. He snorted and lifted his head, ears flicking, sifting screams and a braying horn from the wind’s own lament.

I smelled smoke in that same heartbeat and I knew our enemies had come. The horn sounded again and I ran out into the night, which was copper and bronze now because they had fired the grain store and the smithy. The cows in the byre lowed in fear and I saw shapes running through the snow. Saw fire in blades and helmets and was frozen beneath the spell of it.

‘Boy! Run, boy! To your father!’ It was Gwenhael, plunging through the mantle, sword in hand, his eyes wild with ale and his breath fogging as he yelled. ‘Go, boy!’ he bellowed at me, then turned his fur-clad mass towards a warrior who jabbed a spear at him. Gwenhael parried the strike before sheathing his sword in the man’s belly, but there were three more closing in on him, like wolves on a bear, and Gwenhael raised his steaming sword and roared his challenge. I watched him go down under a deluge of blades and insults and then I ran.

Though not towards the hall and my father. I ran alongside the stables, as terrified by the whinnying and squealing of the horses as by Gwenhael’s killing, then I cut across the open ground in front of the barn, fleet as a hare over the fire-bronzed snow. The old smokehouse had been home to Hoel and his hawks since King Peredur’s backside warmed the oak throne of Benoic and I had never known the door to be locked. It was not locked now and it flew wide with a clump that had the birds screeching and flapping in their mews, straining at their leashes in mad excitement.

‘Who has come, boy?’ Hoel croaked, his curiosity the only thing staying his hand and the leather lure it gripped, which would otherwise have stung me for scaring the hawks. Though what the old falconer thought he would do with that lure against the men who were killing my father’s warriors, who could say? ‘Well, out with it, lad! Who is killing who?’

‘They are Claudas’s men,’ I said, knowing it without needing the proof of the King of the Wasteland’s stag banner or sight of Claudas himself in the flame-licked night. ‘I saw them kill Gwenhael,’ I admitted, ashamed for some reason.

Hoel made a sound in his throat which I heard even with the hawks shrieking all around us. Behind him my father’s gyrfalcon was a fury of white trying to escape his perch, his shrill kee-errk, kee-errk piercing the musty gloom and his great wings causing the candles to gutter.

‘Well, what in the name of Taranis are you doing here, boy?’ Hoel asked, his head tilted in mimicry of one of his hawks so that he could pin me with his one eye. The other was a clot of cream amongst a mass of wrinkle and scar, thanks long ago to some fierce creature’s talons. A horrifying wound for a boy my age to behold, more horrifying still for the boy he had been to endure. Even so, the one-eyed apprentice had become master, and I was used to the horror of it.

I watched Hoel’s back as the gusts from the half-open door where he stood peering out swathed me in the familiar scent of his sweat. In truth I liked the old falconer better than I liked my father and Hoel knew it and felt guilty for it. He also knew that my fondness for him and his birds might get me killed.

He turned back and glared at me and his good eye told me it had seen something terrible in the flame-chased dark outside.

‘Your mother will be in torment, boy. Off with you! Before all is lost.’

‘We’ll go together,’ I said and heard a scream in the night which could have been a vixen though I knew it was not.

‘Don’t be a fool,’ Hoel said, lurching towards me as if to strike me with the rope and leather bird which he still clutched in his claw-like hand. ‘I’ll not run with the rest. Couldn’t if I wanted to.’ I knew it was true. It was impossible to imagine Hoel’s whip-lean old legs carrying him at pace through the snow. I had not even seen him ride for as long as I could remember and neither did he accompany the men on the hunt these days, trusting that my father was good enough with the falcons not to ruin them.

‘Go! Now!’ he yelled, and he did strike me with the lure. Twice, though I stood and took it. Hoel should have had an apprentice but he had refused all suitors – not that there had been many – and I believed he was saving the position for me, though it would be a few years yet before I was ready. I spent half my life in that dark, pungent place and whilst the master falconer’s knowledge was vast, his work all but incomprehensible to me, I was fascinated by the birds. I admired them. Loved them even. And though the world would have me be more, being a prince, I would gladly have become Hoel’s apprentice. Hector my brother would have Benoic’s high seat and I would have the hawks and the falcons.

But it would never be so, and I knew it then as surely as I knew that dead white eye of Hoel’s would never see the peregrine dive fast as thought to snatch a grouse in mid-flight. Still I stood there, wanting more from the old man. Needing something.

‘They will not kill me,’ he said. ‘King Claudas is not a barbarian. He must love the hunt as your father does and will not kill me.’ His mouth was not practised at lies, for his birds did not need to be lied to, but he swept an arm back towards the mews and their inhabitants, some of which were still bating because they could smell fire and blood. ‘His own master falconer does not know these birds. He will keep me on.’ That one eye of his could pierce like a thin blade. ‘But they will kill you. Or worse.’ He waved his arms, shooing me. ‘Now go. And quickly!’

He was too old and stiff to flee and we both knew it. Nor would he leave his hawks to the care of strangers, so I resigned myself to abandon him. To leave the mute-scented sanctuary in which I had been happiest. I turned and went to the door beyond which chaos reigned.

‘Wait, boy!’

I spun back, hoping past hope that the old man had changed his mind and would fly with me into the night.

‘Here, come here. Quick now.’ He was fumbling at the latch of the sparhawk’s mews, his fingers clumsy with age and perhaps fear. King Claudas was as cruel as winter. Crueller even than my father, I had heard men say. No doubt Hoel had heard it too. He reached in and took the bird in gentle hands. ‘Take her,’ he said. ‘She’s yours now.’

I was confused. The sparhawk was a juvenile, her plumage all mottled browns and her eyes still yellow, though even then she had that angry look all sparhawks have. I had been with Hoel when he found her before the snows came, in the forest near Gourin. We were drawn by the noticeable absence of other nests; a sure sign, said the master, that a female sparhawk was in residence thereabouts. He was never wrong about such things.

‘The sparhawk?’ I said now, not understanding.

‘Yes, the sparhawk,’ Hoel said, bringing the bird up to his face to study her, as if fixing the memory in his mind. ‘Keep her safe. Rear her justly. Learn from each other.’

I was just a boy and I looked over my right shoulder to where my father’s snow-white gyrfalcon sat his perch, glaring at me like Hoel had. ‘Ee-ack, ee-ack!’ he said. I felt his wrath and understood it. If I was to take a bird and save it from this terrible night and our enemies, then surely it must be the king of them all, and he was the gyrfalcon. The tercel was trained in the art of the hunt, worth more than his weight in gold. Many times had I seen him high against the roof of the world, cutting across the sky like a shooting star. I had revelled in that moment when he tucked his wings and started his dive, his silhouette growing until at last he was seen or sensed by his prey but too late. The tercel was a killer. But the sparhawk? She was untrained. A fledgling, not long since all untidy fluff and gaping beak, shrieking to be fed.

She was shrieking now and Hoel had the kindness to whisper love to her even on a night like that. ‘I’m sorry, Princess, be good now,’ he soothed, with one hand taking a wicker basket from beneath the table and plunging the bird into its unfamiliar darkness. ‘She’ll need feeding as soon as you can,’ he told me, making his offering. I nodded, accepting the basket and its furious occupant, though I had one eye still on the gyrfalcon. Hoel picked up his own falconer’s gauntlet, the leather worn and stained by blood, sweat and rain, but clean. It was a magical thing, that glove, cut and stitched from a tracing of Hoel’s own left hand and, but for the birds themselves, which anyway belonged to my father by rights, was the old falconer’s most treasured possession. Yet now, without a second glance at it, he moved closer and tucked the glove into my belt.

‘Now go. To your mother and father. They will be looking for you.’

So I went.

Flame, my almost tame fox, was waiting for me by the wood pile under the smokehouse eaves, his rich coat a reflection of the fire which flapped from the roof of the barn like a great sail, spewing innumerable sparks into the black sky. He must have followed me first to the stables, then to Hoel’s place, silent and with almost feline caution and stealth. Now he could smell the sparhawk in my basket and he held his body low against the snow, looking up at me with his amber eyes as he did when begging for whatever meat I had pilfered from the table for him.

‘Come, boy,’ I said, retreading my own tracks, though there were others in the icy snow now. There were bodies too. Six or seven of them. Warriors I had known all my life, lying there like animal carcasses. Bravely, dutifully, they had stumbled from their beds out into the night to face our enemies and had died for it, returning to a sleep from which they would never wake. And when I passed Gwenhael where he lay torn and staining the snow, I did not look because I knew he would be ashamed to be seen thus. But I had seen neither Tewdr, my father’s champion, nor my brother nor my father, and so I dared hope they still lived. Then my heart kicked in my chest at a sudden terrible thought. Perhaps they had fled already.

I stopped and Flame did too, because a knot of King Claudas’s warriors had come round the corner of the byre, all pluming breath and laden with the treasures they had stolen from the shrine: silver statuettes and gold dishes and candle holders and even the silks from behind which the priests spoke the words of the gods. And even as I stood there, too afraid to move in case I drew their eyes, I was disgusted that men would seek riches for themselves before they had won the fight. Before they had even fought, from the look of them. Like a pack of dogs after scraps they were, and I hated them. Yet the ringing of steel on steel from inside the great hall told me the King of the Wasteland had worthier men serving him, too. Men who would fight first and steal later.

A hand clamped over my mouth and I was hauled back against a mountain of muscle and cold ring mail all wreathed in ale breath.

‘Easy, lad,’ Tewdr growled in my ear. I stopped thrashing and let Tewdr all but drag me backwards, my heels ploughing furrows through the snow until we were hidden in the shadow of the cooper’s workshop. Though not in time.

One of King Claudas’s men had seen us and alerted his company of thieves. For a moment they seemed reluctant to set aside their treasures, but then they did so, dropping them and drawing swords and raising spears, their insults whipped away by an icy gust. Tewdr growled a curse.

‘He’s here! Thank the gods!’ I turned to see my mother and brother and several of my father’s household warriors, many of them bloodied, their eyes shining with the battle lust. Behind them stood half a dozen of the servants and some slaves, all crushed by the weight of the belongings which my mother would salvage from this night’s ruin. ‘Here, boy,’ my mother hissed. ‘Where in Cernunnos’s name have you been?’

My uncle Balsant was there too, gripping the thick ash shaft mounted with the silver boar. My father’s standard. I could tell Balsant had had to fight for it. Even so he winked at me before handing the standard to Hector and coming to join Tewdr, pointing his big sword and threatening our enemies who were coming, joined now by others fresh from killing.

‘Go to them, lad,’ Tewdr gnarred, pushing me towards my family, and then my father was there too, looming in the flame-chased shadows, his face set like a granite cliff but his eyes betraying his horror at what was happening. I saw that his sword glistened with blood. With him were Govran, Budig, Salaun and three other warriors, their hot breath clouding round their beards as they readied themselves to fight or flee, half-watching their wives and children who were escaping towards the eastern woods, bundled in pelts, bent by sacks and a few of them leading pack horses.

‘Go, my king,’ Tewdr said over his shoulder. ‘Go now.’

‘Aye, we’ll catch up,’ my uncle told my father, though he was looking at my mother and she at him. Then he put a stride between himself and Tewdr so that each would have the space for sword-work. Three of the other warriors tramped over to join them but my father ordered Govran and the remaining men to stay with my mother, whose keening demands washed over me like water off a gull’s wing. I stood there adrift, a boy clutching a basket with a frightened bird in it, wishing I held a sword and owned a man’s strength to use it.

‘Come, then, you sons of Balor!’ Tewdr roared at King Claudas’s men, striding forward to meet them. Tewdr bear-slayer. Champion of Benoic.

My uncle and the others went with him. No chants or war songs. Just brave men who knew they must die.

‘Come, boy!’ I almost dropped the basket because a hand grabbed mine and wrapped it tight. Rough, hard skin. A vice grip. One which had never dropped a sword. Or a drinking horn. ‘You got the gyrfalcon,’ my father said. ‘Good. Now come.’ He pulled and I went. Quickly through the snow. Following the others towards the distant tree line. Fugitives beneath the stars and the swirling copper embers of our ruin and the gods who scorned us.

Behind me I heard the clash of blades. And screams.


2

Peregrination

WE MADE A pitiful caravan. A procession of the dispossessed. Pilgrims devoted only to survival, stripped of all else but the will to endure. Many of the women and children were weeping because their husbands and fathers had not come and so never would. Most were freezing and weary with grief. Some of the men were wounded and dripped blood on the snow, and one of them, a big man called Alor, who had taken a spear in his belly, walked off into the trees to die alone and in peace. No one stopped him. We could not rest and warm our flesh beside fires for fear of our enemies catching up and finishing what they had begun. For they must have known by then that Ban, King of Benoic, still lived.

If you could call it living. I would have preferred the raging, wrath-filled king I better knew than the man in his place now. I would have my father cursing the gods and swearing vengeance. I would have fury, his knuckles across my cheek. Anything but what he was then: a shrunken man, bent by a burden of shame, the fire gone from his eyes, doused by the disgrace of his fall. I could see that even by the light of the stars and with my child’s eyes and I feared it terribly. And so I avoided him, my mother too, for she had greater concerns now, such as making sure we sank no further than the depths to which we had come.

Smoke rising, stars falling. All in that one foul, ill-fated night.

Hector had shared some bread and cheese with me and I had saved a hunk of the bread for Flame, who I knew was tracking me from the safety of the trees. I was looking for the fox when I saw my mother ambush Hector. She and Govran had been talking out of my father’s sight and now she all but dragged my brother into the darker shadow of a snow-laden pine while Govran waited nearby, huffing into cold hands. Mother hissed at Hector to stand tall, to square his shoulders and be a man while our father drowned in self-pity.

‘Uncle Balsant is dead and the kingdom is lost,’ Hector protested, still gripping my family’s standard, the silver boar gleaming dully in the nearly-dark.

My mother seemed to miss a breath then. Somewhere in the canopy above, a bird flapped and a trickle of snow fell, and my mother’s eyes hardened, becoming as sharp as her cheekbones which pressed like blades beneath her pale skin.

‘Balsant did his duty and we will honour him, if we survive,’ she said, then she grabbed hold of Hector’s shoulders and he flinched at her touch. ‘But if you do not act the man now, they will turn wolf on us,’ she rasped, lifting her breath-wreathed chin towards a knot of three warriors who trudged past, shields slung across their backs and using their spears as staffs. ‘They will smell our weakness and turn on us. They will rob us and abandon us. They may already conspire to sell us to our enemies. Do you understand me, my son? Would you see your mother raped? Your brother’s skull staved in?’

I thought of Gwenhael lying far behind us torn and dead.

Hector set his jaw. Shook his head. ‘Never,’ he said.

My mother nodded and stroked his cheek and I felt it from where I stood. ‘That’s my Hector. Your father has cost us much. We will not let his failings murder us.’

I was close enough, standing there amongst the pines, to taste my mother’s venom on the night air. My father the tyrant fed her own ambition. Lifted her far above her birth. But the king without a kingdom? That man dragged her towards ruin and she could not allow it. She resented him already, even with the smoke of his defeat still on the breeze.

‘We will survive, my son. And rise again,’ she told Hector. ‘But you must shed the spoilt prince and become the man and you must do it this very night. Govran will support you if any give us trouble.’

Hector glanced over to where my father’s groom waited. ‘Mother,’ he said with a nod, then looked up at the silver boar, trying to draw courage from that totem which had stood above many battles, witness and shining spur to our father’s victories. Then my brother strode out of the shadow and across the starlit snow, the standard in his grip and my mother’s hopes on his shoulders.

He ordered five men to stop and take their ease while the rest passed, for those five were to make a rearguard in case King Claudas’s men even now tracked us through the forest. They were not happy about it, those five, and muttered and moaned, but my father’s glowering presence and long shadow were close enough to dissuade them from questioning the boy who could not yet grow a man’s beard. Then Hector ordered Derrien and Olier, who both led horses, to ride ahead to ensure that we did not spring an ambush, and to warn the folk of any farmsteads hereabouts that we would expect provisions: food and drink and even clothing for those of us who had fled ill-prepared for the rigours of an exodus through the snow.

And I should have been proud of Hector then, to see him commanding grown men and experienced killers. Trying to steer us through the wreckage of that night so that we might survive. But I was a boy with a boy’s small view of the world and I had my own troubles. The sparhawk would need fresh meat in the morning and I had none to give her. Added to this, Hoel had begun the bird’s manning, which must progress daily or else the creature would return to her wild state, and so this responsibility was now mine, for all that I did not want it.

I would have gladly taken the gyrfalcon. Of course I would. That magnificent tercel would catch us much-needed food, take pigeons, waterfowl or rabbits and return to my father’s arm. But were I to open the wicker basket and slip her jesses, the sparhawk was more likely to fly like a dream into the dawn and never return. And so I must feed her and man her and keep her alive even though I had not a belonging in the world other than the clothes I wore, a cloak not thick enough to keep out the cold and an old man’s hawking glove.

I could never hate Hoel for it though. I believed he was dead, slain in his musty hovel amongst the mews and their shrieking inhabitants. Cut down by unthinking men who neither respected his white beard nor considered the lustreless value of his knowledge. But the sparhawk, with her fierce, haughty eye and her hunter’s instinct, which was as yet useless to man, was an encumbrance. An unwanted charge. And so I hated her.

We trudged on, more than one hundred of us, a procession of refugees through the forest, like lost souls wandering the spirit world in hope of being called back to the flesh. With the dawn we came to Calangor, where we rested. No one had given the order to lay down burdens, collect dead-fall for fires and tend wounds now that there was enough light to see by. Neither my father, nor Hector, nor even my mother had called the halt. Rather there was a collective weariness, an overwhelming need to stop, as much to give proper thought to what had happened as to rest, perhaps. For dawn brings light to the mind as well as the world, and can vanquish the devils and spirits which seek to confuse and deceive and would see us lost in the dark.

Women and children took men’s helmets and used them to carry water from the stream. Fires were lit and fir boughs were cut and laid on the ground for folk to sit on. People melted snow to slake their thirst and shared what food they had managed to stuff into knapsacks before fleeing their homes. They shared stories, too, those who could summon the words. Tales of the night before, of courage, catastrophe and escape, and with the words came realization, if not acceptance, and tears. Tears to make the ambling stream envious.

Many found loved ones by the light of the new day: husbands or wives, fathers or daughters they had feared lost. Friends greeted friends, embracing, weeping, comforting the bereft and the broken as best they could. The fighting men boasted of kills, swore vengeance on our enemies, even clamoured about going back that very day. They talked of taking King Claudas’s ale- and blood-drunk war band by surprise, killing as many as they could and bringing back those of our people who were otherwise destined for new lives as slaves in another kingdom. But their boasts were no more than hot air on a cold day.

Including the rearguard, there were thirty-three warriors amongst us, along with another twelve men, young and old, who could be called upon to fight if necessary. Not enough to beat King Claudas. Not without my father and Uncle Balsant and our champion Tewdr leading them. We all knew it. But warriors need their boasts like kings need wine, and that dawn the men’s threats and promises were as a salve to their wounded pride. Because while friends had lain dead in the snow, picked at by Claudas’s men, while spear-brothers had raised their shields and stood their ground and fought to the last breath, these men had fled into the night.

So had my father and my brother. So had I.

I could see them in my mind now, my uncle and Tewdr, Budig and Salaun and the others, as I gathered wood for the fire which my father’s steward, Meven, had summoned to life with feathered sticks and dry tinder. Like heroes from one of the old tales they had made their stand, those brave men, so that we who now lay about by that stream, dazed and drained and beaten, could live. We would sing of them one day. I was certain of it. When my father came back to himself and raised a war host and paid our enemies back in steel and blood.

Steel and blood. That was how it would be, I swore to myself as I tramped shivering back to Meven, my arms full of sticks. Then over the bundle I saw a boy some four or five years older than I holding the sparhawk’s wicker basket which I had set down against a silver birch tree. He was carrying it towards another fire beside which three men crouched, blowing the flames and feeding them a morsel at a time.

I dropped the sticks and ran.

‘This will burn better than—’ the boy called to those gathered round the fire, but he did not finish what he was saying because I threw myself at him, hitting him in his side so that the two of us were flying for a heartbeat, then we were in the snow, flailing. Fists whirring, his larger than mine, and he was yelling wildly. A man’s curses from a boy’s mouth. Until hands bigger than either of ours grabbed his cloak and hauled him up and he was flying again, this time landing in a hole all his own.

‘Are you mad, boy?’ the man bellowed at him. It was Reunan the potter, and his son, who had thought to burn my basket, was called Tudi. ‘This is the king’s boy!’ Reunan cried. ‘You’ll get us hanged or worse. Beg his pardon for the love of all the gods!’

‘I didn’t know it was his basket, Father!’ Tudi protested, the colour gone from his face except for a raw graze on his forehead above his right eye where one of my blind punches had caught him. ‘He just came at me. Like a little boar. What was I to do?’

The only reason I knew Tudi was because he had put himself forward to be Hoel’s apprentice, for which I could not blame him, hawks being infinitely more exciting than the pots his father made. Not that Reunan saw it that way and in all likelihood would never have allowed his boy to learn the falconer’s art even had Hoel accepted him. Which of course he had not.

The potter grabbed his boy with one hand and with the other struck him across the cheek. ‘Beg his pardon, lad, or I shall beat you halfway past death.’

‘Reunan!’ His wife Briaca was standing behind him, her chafed red hands to her mouth. But Reunan hit Tudi again and this time blood flew from his lip onto the snow.

‘I’m sorry,’ Tudi spat towards me as I gathered the upended basket and wiped the snow off it, fearing that some damage might have been done to the little creature inside.

‘This is mine,’ I said.

‘Cry your pardon, I did not know. It was so light,’ Tudi protested. ‘I was just looking for dry fuel for the fire.’

‘He’s a fool, my prince. I know it. But he meant you no harm,’ Reunan said, wincing at the hurt he had done some fingers in hitting Tudi. Bad for business, that. Not that he had a workshop now, or customers clamouring for his wares.

‘Well, this is mine,’ I said again, lifting the basket so that I could peer in through a small gap in the weave.

‘No, boy. It’s mine.’ I turned to see my father, sitting by Meven’s fire on an oak chest which one of the slaves had carried through the night. Most of the slaves had taken their chances and fled in the chaos and the dark, but this one, having to bear my father’s own chest, had been watched closely. ‘Bring him to me, boy,’ my father said, his head lifted slightly from the fur-clad mass of his body.

They were the first words he had spoken since we had turned our backs on Balsant and Tewdr, and all eyes were on him. Every tongue around those half-dozen fires was still. My mother nodded and hissed at me to obey and quickly, for she could see the king emerging from his dark languor and would have me draw him out further.

The basket pulsed in my hands. I could feel the life in it, beating like a zealous heart. I nodded and walked towards my father.

‘Even as those rancid swines were burning and slaughtering, the boy here had the courage to save my bird,’ he told them all, beckoning me to him with a flap of his big hand. ‘A shame he could not carry old Hoel off too, hey.’ His voice was flat as a pond and folk did not know if they should find humour in the words, so wisely kept their faces straight.

I should have said something then, before it was too late. I should have explained what had happened. Told him I had only done what Hoel asked of me. But the weight of all those eyes, like ring mail pressing me down into the snow. And it was already too late.

‘Father,’ I said, stopping five feet from him in the space his retainers had made for me.

‘Take him out. Let me see him,’ the king said. He sat a little straighter in anticipation. Everyone knew how he loved the gyrfalcon. His people hoped the sight of it now would restore him to his nobility.

I put the basket down and pulled Hoel’s gauntlet from my belt, thrusting my left hand into the soft, cavernous space which reeked of sweat and sheep grease, feeling that I was betraying Hoel by doing it. Then with my other hand I reached for the latch, my fingers fumbling at the peg fastener as Hoel’s had done at the mews, until the little door was open.

‘That son of a sow Claudas did not rob me of everything,’ my father mumbled into his black beard, and I peered inside the basket, as if by sheer will I could change the sparhawk into the tercel. She shrieked at me for a coward. In my peripheral vision I saw my father sit a little straighter, his dark brows knitted. I shushed the sparhawk, easing my gloved hand into her mute-spattered prison, hoping she would not savage me when I lifted her out, for she did not know me well. Then I brought her out of the basket into the crimson-hued dawn and the gasps made her bate wildly but she could not fly because I gripped her jesses and held on.

I turned my face, wary of her beating wing, knowing she hated all those eyes on her as much as I did. She was confused too, by the familiar glove but the strange hand within, which did not come close to filling it.

‘What is this?’ my mother asked. Some others were whispering or murmuring but most were watching my father again now, fearing his reaction.

‘She’s broken her tail feathers, see?’ Derrien told the gathering, and to my horror I saw he was right. It must have happened when I made Tudi drop the basket. But breaking the sparhawk’s feathers was the least of my crimes and everyone knew it.

‘Boy?’ That was all my father said. His eyes said more. He stood and came over to me and I turned slightly, pulling my left arm behind me because I thought he would take the sparhawk off the glove and snap its neck. Or else he would hit me.

He did neither. But loomed over me, the stench of his bear fur in my nose, and glared at the bird, which glared at the king. In truth the bird met my father’s challenge with such a look of mad defiance that he surely must have admired her. Or envied her.

But she was not the snow-white gyrfalcon and would never be.

My father’s eyes came back to my own and I shivered. His hands clenched and unclenched at his sides. His teeth dragged across his lip and then he turned his back on me. On the hawk. And trudged back through the snow to the fire.

And then, as men and women found their voices again and went back to feeding the flames and warming themselves, my uncle Balsant came back from the dead.

Folk cheered when they recognized who had come. They clambered to tired feet and called Balsant’s name and lifted their cups of meltwater as if raising cups of mead at a wedding feast. And Balsant knew they needed this moment, this small victory in the midst of defeat, so he sat tall in the saddle, like a conquering hero, though stopped short of drawing his sword and pointing it at the sky.

My own heart leapt in my chest, for my uncle and for the stallion which carried him. Malo. Still shining from his grooming, his muscles bunching and smoothing in beautiful rhythm, the warrior swaying gently upon him. My father’s greatest and best horse. Polished ebony. Night made flesh, emerging from the woods into the dawn, as aware of the stage he trod as was the man on his back who should have been dead but was not.

They had tried to kill my uncle by the looks. A bloodstained strip of cloth bound his right thigh and another wrapped his right forearm, ill-tied and soaked through. There was dried blood in his beard and on his neck and the flesh around his left eye was blue and so swollen he could not have seen much out of it. I tried to imagine the fight from which he had come, the only Benoic man still standing. I spun the picture in my mind, of Balsant hacking our enemies down with his great sword. Defying them until all was lost and he chose, almost reluctantly, to escape so that he might fight another day.

‘It is good to see you, Balsant,’ Govran greeted him, patting Malo’s neck where the jagged veins bulged beneath the skin.

‘This all of us?’ Balsant asked, looking over the gathering whose breath rose to him in a cloud. He had expected more than this. Was disappointed perhaps that Tewdr, Budig, Salaun and the others had given their lives for so few. He expected greater than the debris he now saw floating on the dawn tide. It was true we had left too many behind.

‘This is it,’ Govran admitted, ashamed. My uncle made a deep sound in the back of his throat and Malo lifted his head towards the fire and nickered. I knew the proud beast was wondering why his lord and master had not come over to fuss him. My father would pay for that next time he climbed onto the stallion’s back.

‘Meven, fetch Balsant a drink,’ my mother called over her shoulder, her eyes on my uncle’s back as he dismounted. Govran took Malo’s reins. My mother went over and took Balsant’s hand. I saw his big fingers curl round hers. A stab of hatred twisted in my guts. ‘Come. Warm yourself,’ my mother said, leading him to the fire where my father sat, one of the only sons or daughters of Benoic who had not risen to greet Balsant. His eyes were on his brother, though, and he must have been relieved to see him alive, even if he would not show it. Even if I had finally broken him by bringing the sparhawk instead of his gyrfalcon. Even though I had brought him such disappointment.

‘Tewdr?’ Derrien asked. We all knew Tewdr was dead of course, but even as low as we were, men were not beyond morbid curiosity. Derrien was not alone in wanting to know how our champion had spent his last moments in this life.

‘He fought. He died,’ Balsant said and would be drawn no further. He was no bard, my uncle.

‘You saw King Claudas?’ Hector asked. It was a good question if the nods at his asking were anything to go by. More important I suppose than the gory telling of Tewdr’s last moments.

‘I saw him,’ Balsant said, wincing as he raised his hands to the fire to warm them. That wound in his upper arm would need cleaning and stitching. But he’d had worse. ‘Would’ve liked to give him a proper welcome,’ he said through a grimace, ‘but I’d just put two men down when I saw one of the whoresons fighting with Malo.’ A grin came to his lips then. ‘Trying to pull the beast by his halter he was, the damned fool, and o’ course Malo was having none of it. So I bid my farewells to those I was killing, ran over to the beast, killed the idiot who was trying to steal him, and mounted while I had the chance. Once we cleared that mess, there was not a bastard among them who was going to catch us.’ He shrugged. ‘Here I am.’

Hector glanced at my father but it was clear the king, all furs and glower, had nothing to say. He was staring into the fire, listening to the whispering tongues of the flames rather than looking at his brother. ‘Well, we will thank the gods for your deliverance, Uncle,’ Hector said, gaining an approving nod from my mother.

‘Don’t thank the gods, lad. Thank this,’ Balsant said, gripping the silver-chased hilt of the sword at his right hip. ‘And thank those other men who stood with me, shoulder to shoulder.’ It was not meant as an insult to those warriors who had not stayed, but some of them could not help but take it as such. Not that Balsant cared what they thought. He had said it for those women amongst the gathering who were swaddled in grief and swallowing their tears. Tewdr’s wife Annaig. Budig’s wife Madenn. Salaun’s woman Enora, and others besides.

‘So where will we go?’ my uncle asked, looking from the king to my mother and even at Hector. But Hector was still more boy than man and he could only squirm under the weight of a question like that.

‘West,’ my mother said. ‘To King Ronan’s land. He is no friend of Claudas and will help us. For a price.’

‘And we have the silver to buy his help?’ my uncle asked. Mutterings at that.

My mother frowned. We did not have the silver. Or if we did, she did not want everyone round her knowing about it. Even with Balsant returned to us, she feared my father’s own men turning on him. She believed they might rob us and kill us and seek service with another king, perhaps Claudas himself.

‘No, we continue north,’ my uncle said, seeming to look through the pines ahead, beyond to the white heath and oak woods and further still. The dawn sunlight cast the right side of his face in a sickly hue and in the shadow on the other side I saw liquid oozing from his swollen left eye. ‘North, to Bro-Dreger,’ he said.

‘To the Beggar King?’ The king’s voice was a low rumble, like rocks tumbling down a hillside.

‘He will help us, brother,’ Balsant said, nodding at my father. ‘As well you know, he will help you just to have you in his debt.’

‘We would not put ourselves in that man’s debt,’ my mother said through a twist of lips. The very idea put a bad taste in her mouth.

‘What choice do we have?’ Balsant asked her. Then he shrugged. He looked exhausted. Too tired almost to talk. ‘He won’t call in the debt until my brother sits on the throne again. By then we will be stronger. And when we are stronger …’ He shrugged again.

‘We repay in favour, silver or blood. However my husband sees fit,’ my mother answered for him, coming round to my uncle’s way of thinking.

They both looked at my father, who nodded then turned his gaze back to the fire. And so it was decided we would continue north. To the lands of the Beggar King.
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The Beggar King

WE MOVED SLOWLY through that white, sleeping world. Fur-clad like beasts. Trudging and sluggish, weak with hunger but relentless. To the soaring eagle and the swan we must have looked like a trickle of old blood working itself across clean linen.

We were too many and too well-armed to prove a temptation to brigands. And we always maintained a rearguard, in case King Claudas’s men had taken up the scent, so we did not fear man or wolves. But we did fear the unnatural winter, which still reigned long after it should have given way. It was cruel and spiteful. Murder to some of the old and the wounded, and hard even on the young and strong, because they were not accustomed to it. We had shut our doors on the world these last months. Smoked ourselves like mutton joints by the hearth and half drowned in hot spiced wine. We had shared the bestial warmth of hounds and sheep, cocooned ourselves in pelt and fleece and crawled with lice.

Now our greatest enemies were starvation and the cold, and by the time we came beneath the Beggar King’s sky we had left another six corpses for the wolf and the carrion crow. No tools to dig a grave in the frozen earth. No strength to anyway, nor to gather wood for pyres. The dead were abandoned by the living, some with their dignity stripped along with their wools and linens. Left there naked; blue-skinned offerings to Arawn, lord of the dead. I saw two given a shroud of brittle ferns and snow for their kinfolks’ need for some ritual, and it struck me that come the thaw those corpses would emerge as grisly gifts among the wood anemone and lady’s smock. The dead seeming to rise with the sap.

I saw no further sign of Flame and was sad for it. Either the fox was wary of coming near such a caravan of hungry people, or else he knew I had no food to share with him. It was possible he had even been caught in one of the snares which the men set every night away from the camp, but I heard of no one catching or eating a fox and so I hoped my little friend was alive and well and wished him good luck nightly as I lay looking up at the stars.

Each day before the dawn I would climb out of my nest of skins and pelts, melt the snow with the steaming contents of my bladder, and go shivering with Govran into the woods to check his traps. The groom thought I went to be away from my father and admitted he did not blame me, what with the king mired in his dark mood, and I let him think that. But really it was because I wanted to make sure he had not caught Flame, and because I needed whatever scraps of flesh he would give me for the sparhawk.

One morning, he gave me the head and both forelegs of a hare. Another day, he let me take the ribs, hips and neck of a squirrel, but nothing more because he knew it was for the bird and he would not see folk starve on her account. In truth I still begrudged the bird for not being the gyrfalcon and for having to carry her basket every step of the way. Added to this, my own stomach ached with hunger such that it took a great determination not to eat those meagre morsels myself. But I was all the more determined to keep the sparhawk alive because my father had so readily dismissed her. Had, with quiet contempt, dismissed us both.

And I was angry. It was not the sparhawk’s fault that she alone of the creatures had been plucked from the mews, pulled from that night’s ruin. If anyone was to blame it was her master the falconer. Poor old Hoel, who I was sure must be dead, his soul borne to the hereafter on the gusts made by the beating wings of his bating, shrieking hawks.

I was angry and I was confused. Was my father delirious? Had the events of that bloody night unbalanced his mind? What was the loss of the gyrfalcon compared with the loss of his kingdom? Of course I was too young to know that the sight of the sparhawk was to my father the final confirmation of his own destruction. In that bundle of mottled feathers, beak, talons and wrath was his downfall. It was the loss of hope, while his precious gyrfalcon now belonged to another man. That magnificent bird would sit on Claudas’s arm, and Claudas would sit on Benoic’s throne.

Yet I would not abandon the sparhawk. If I could keep her alive, if I could train her to fly to my arm, to stoop to the kill and come to my voice, then my father would see. He would know he had been wrong to give up on us all. He would take up his shield and spear and be the warlord again, and our enemies would pay in blood.

The seemingly boundless, rich alluvial fields had at last given way to marshland, through which we had toiled all but to the ends of endurance. Soaking. Sinking with every step through the reeds and wind-stirred grass. Not knowing whether the ground beneath the white mantle would hold us or try to claim us for itself and the spirits who dwelt below. Only eight of the twenty-three horses survived. The others were sucked into the liquid earth and struggled until exhaustion claimed them or the blade ended their misery.

I did not know which was worse, the sight of the horses in their rolling-eyed terror, fighting in vain against this unfamiliar but inexorable enemy, or the sound of their terrified whinnying, which cut through me like a cold wind. Balsant rumbled and cursed the greed which had inspired folk to take the horses into a marsh because they neither would abandon nor could carry on their own backs the belongings loaded on the animals.

‘Should have eaten the beasts before now, when we still walked on honest ground,’ Balsant told anyone who would listen. ‘Could’ve kept our strength up. I didn’t turn my back on a good steel death to drown in a cursed fen.’ It was dusk and he knew we must gain solid ground before night came and with it who knew what?

My mother asked him if he would have our people cast their last possessions into the marsh and take on the existence of beggars and cut-throats, no better than the creatures that lived only to eat, breed and die. She said this as Govran, up to his thighs in freezing water, cut the throat of a small bay pony which was squealing because it belonged to the marsh now. I watched my mother turn to the servants and household warriors who were pulling and pushing her two mares on and promise each of them one of her silver siliquae which were minted long ago in the days of the usurper Magnus Maximus and stamped with the emperor’s face. They redoubled their efforts. The mares struggled on.

‘Silver shines even in a darkling swamp like this,’ Govran muttered to me, filling raw hands with warm breath before patting Malo’s withers and whispering encouragement in his ear. The stallion was one of the eight horses that lived. Govran laboured tirelessly with him, used all his lore and experience and sometimes even the whip to incite Malo’s ire so that he would toss his head and snarl and plunge on, his hooves breaking the snow crust and churning the cold water beneath.

My father, though he seemed no longer king, yet had enough of the man in him to help the groom and do what he could for his horse, getting himself sodden to the bone, shivering and blowing for the beast’s sake and even getting a kick for his trouble, which Govran murmured had broken a rib, though my father did not admit it.

And the stallion himself was too proud and stubborn to die in that marsh anyway, to be drawn down into cold oblivion in full sight of men he thought of as his inferiors. So he survived and in his exhaustion I told him I was proud of him. Admitted in his ear I had wanted his survival more than I had wanted that of some of our two-legged travelling companions, a sentiment he seemed to understand, replying with a derisive snort.

Then, as the sun slipped behind the horizon leaving only a wake of pale light in the sky, we came to a more substantial world.

We did not so much make camp as collapse where we could, and spent the night trembling with cold and racked with misery, and I being threatened with the murder of the sparhawk by Derrien because of her constant hi-aa, hi-aa shriek from the basket. So I picked up the basket and the sodden nest of my cloak and moved away from Derrien and the others, finding a rock against which I placed the bird in her wicker cage. Then I lay on the sparhawk’s other side so I could protect her should her clamour rouse any of the others to murder.

Who could blame her for shrieking in fury? Shut in the cramped darkness, barely able to spread her wings and starving so that she would surely have gone for my eyes given the chance.

Up with the sun we trudged on, heartened a little by the feel of good solid earth beneath our feet, and some of the warriors even sang the songs of their fathers’ fathers, which lifted spirits further.

At last the snow was melting. The day was clear and there was no rain and just enough wind to help dry our clothes and the cloaks on our backs. We camped before dusk that day so that some of the men could go hunting and return before nightfall. Derrien and Olier, who had lost their horses in the marsh, went off with bows and returned with four ducks, a hare and a pigeon. Govran strode back to the fires with a small deer across his shoulders and we cheered him, and others came in with waterfowl and rabbit and whatever creatures they had managed to shoot or spear. But Balsant, the only warrior on horseback now, because he took Malo out to the woods on the eastern horizon came with a boar slumped behind him. It was a fearsome-looking beast even in death and gutted, all bristle, tusk and blood. How my uncle had caught and speared that boar alone, he and Malo bone-weary as they were, was a wonder, but he made sure every mouth tasted its flesh that night.

Two days later we came to the Beggar King. I knew we were near the coast because of the gulls wheeling in and out of the mist and because I could smell the sea in the air, the brine and the dark green wrack spewed upon the shore. I fancied I could even make out the scent of wet rocks and wave-licked pebbles and shells, and the metallic tang of the sea creatures themselves. No snow here, the last fall eaten away by the salty wind if it had settled at all. Just dunes and thick grass, gorse and heather.

I asked Govran why the Beggar King was so named and he could not tell me. He did say that even if the lord of this land, situated between the estuaries of two great rivers, was master of only the sea terns and the wild wind, he would still be a wealthier man than my father was now. Though the groom made sure no ears but mine heard him say it.

It was Olier who saw them first. Then a murmur rose behind us as others all along the column saw warriors on the high ridge to the west. Sentinels watching us. Some on foot, others sitting sturdy ponies built for life among the wind-scoured dunes and weather-beaten rocks of the fretted coast. Spear blades prodding the low-slung belly of the sky. Iron helmets, grey as rain cloud. Faces we could not read from an arrow’s flight away, but eyes which we felt across the distance boring into us.

We knew they were the Beggar King’s men. Not that he was a real king. At least not in the eyes of the other kings and lords of Armorica. But whatever, whoever he was, he had warriors and he had land and now he had us, too, for we had come to him for sanctuary. And we must have made a sorry sight, for all that the warriors amongst us straightened, and my father, who now sat Malo, seemed to own his great size again as he had before King Claudas came to Benoic with fire and sword.

And yet Malo told our tale to anyone who had eyes to see. The dull black hide stretched taut over his ribs. His head carried low and his ears pinned. Of course, we all looked like Malo, beaten and forlorn. Withered like grape vines after the blight. But to me, seeing the stallion like that was the most shocking
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