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For Elizabeth, Betsy, Joe and Eve





Goddess of woods, tremendous in the chase

To Mountain boars, and all the savage race!

Wide o’er the ethereal walks extends thy sway,

And o’er the infernal mansions void of day!

Look upon us on earth! Unfold our fate,

And say what region is our destined seat?

Where shall we next thy lasting temples raise?

And choirs of virgins celebrate thy praise?

Geoffrey of Monmouth

The gods too are fond of a joke.

Aristotle
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PART ONE

The Blasted Land

‘What man is the gatekeeper?’

The Black Book of Carmarthen




CHAPTER ONE

The World is Ending

AD 367, South of Lactodurum, southern Britannia, 26 July

‘WHO IS THE King Who Will Not Die?’

The desperate words floated in the warm night air. Apullius looked down at his young brother and tried to force a reassuring smile. Morirex had seen only eleven summers, and was small for his age: the Mouse, the other children called him. He was allowed to be frightened. Five years older, Apullius was tall and gangly, awkward but strong, with an unruly mess of brown hair. They had other names for him, and he cared about none of them.

‘You remember the stories we heard in the village?’

‘Yes.’

‘The King Who Will Not Die will come when we need him most to lead us out of these dark times.’

‘Don’t we need him now?’

Apullius didn’t answer.

‘But who is he?’

This time Apullius felt a pang of frustration. He wanted to say it was nothing but a story, one told to the weak and the frightened so they didn’t feel bad about their failure to be strong enough to save themselves. But that would be cruel.

Raising his eyes to the slab of sky, sprinkled with stars between the black high branches, he breathed in the calming honeyed scent of the golden resin bubbling from the trunks. They should have been tossing and turning in summer sweat under a familiar roof, not out there in the woods. But the safety of home was gone now.

The world was ending.

In wave after wave, the enemy crashed across the fields they once knew. Burning and raping and slaughtering. He’d seen their numbers, that cold, pink dawn. The charcoal smudge had shadowed the horizon, growing larger by the moment, and wide, as far as he could see in each direction. That vast line swept down, silhouetted against wavering angry red under the black pall of smoke.

The world was ending.

Around him he could hear the snuffling of the others, like pigs waking in their sty at first light. A baby mewled and the mother desperately tried to silence it. An old man hawked up phlegm and someone hushed him in a harsh tone. Other children whispered questions like the one his brother had uttered.

Where is the one who will save us?

If they could not save themselves they did not deserve to survive this night.

‘They call him the Bear-King,’ he told Morirex. ‘No one knows his name, but we will know him when we see him.’

‘And he’ll come tonight?’

‘Or in a hundred years’ time.’

Morirex choked down a sob and Apullius realized his mistake. ‘Come, you little mud-crawler! Why would we need a king to save us? Father is out there with his cudgel, and all the men of the village.’

‘And Mother? Why has Mother gone, and all the other women?’

Because they need every hand they can get.

‘Because the women have better eyes and they can see in the dark. You know that. Now, hush. Sleep. It will be dawn soon enough and we’ll be on our way.’

‘But not home.’ The voice grew thin and Apullius could hear the tears lacing it.

‘A better home. A grand home with mosaics and warm floors in winter and ovens to bake bread. Go to sleep, mud-crawler. Sleep!’

Apullius fumbled in the dark and pressed his hand on his brother’s eyes to close them. After a moment, he felt Morirex’s lashes flutter shut and a moment after that his breathing soughed in a regular rhythm.

Pulling away, Apullius crept past the prone bodies. Few of them were sleeping. He could smell the vinegary fear-sweat. No, they would not be returning home, because their home had burned to the ground along with the rest of the village. They’d all barely had time to flee into the woods after the watchers posted half a day’s walk away had raced back to tell of the barbarians’ relentless advance.

Among the trees, he could just make out the hazy outline of a figure hugging its knees under a twisted hawthorn. The soldier who had stumbled into the village, begging for food. Now barely a soldier, barely a man.

When he’d staggered up, he’d been streaked with filth and grass stains, his cloak tattered, a beard like a lark’s nest tumbling down his chest. His eyes had ranged, never at peace. He’d abandoned his post, as had all the army, when the barbarians had thundered across the land. Saxons, and Scoti and Picts, and names he didn’t recognize. Surging across the great wall in the north from Caledonia. Sweeping in on ships from the west and the east. All those far-flung tribes, who had thrown aside their petty disputes and joined into one unstoppable force to take Britannia from the empire.

Unheard of, his father had muttered. The tribes hated each other. ‘They hate Rome more,’ his mother had whispered, ‘and all who shelter under its banner.’

If the army – the finest fighting men in the world, his father had always called them – if they could not resist, what hope for the rest of them?

‘Britannia has fallen,’ the soldier had raved. ‘Only blasted land remains in the barbarians’ wake. Burned villages. Men and women and children slaughtered, or taken slave. All riches looted.’

Apullius remembered how his father’s face, usually so strong and filled with mirth, had drained of blood, and grown drawn, so that he looked like an old man. That was worse than any words.

After that soldier’s message of terror, they’d had some thin hope for a while. The refugees streaming through their village carried on their backs what meagre belongings they’d been able to rescue. They said that the barbarians had come to a halt on a line from Ratae.

‘Perhaps they’ve seized all the loot they can carry,’ his father had said. ‘They’ll return to their homes and spin tales of their great victory in the years to come.’

But midsummer passed and the invaders had set off again, advancing more slowly this time, breaking into small groups so they could roam across the countryside to pillage, and retreat at speed if they were resisted. But they never were. The army was shattered.

Apullius crouched on the boundary line they had decided on in the last of the light. The other sentries stood silently away in the dark, the five younger men like himself who had been chosen to lead the old and the sick and the mothers with young away should things take a turn for the worse.

Before he had left, his father had hugged him tight as if he would never let him go. But he did not look back as he marched into the gloom. His mother kept her face turned away too.

As he looked out into that ocean of night, a light gleamed away in the grassland beyond the wood’s edge.

He felt a cold blade in his heart. It was a torch appearing over a ridge of higher ground. Another one flared suddenly, like a star fallen to earth. Then another, until an entire constellation glimmered in that gulf.

Not the folk from his village. They were all in hiding, in the ditches and the long grass, waiting to mount one last desperate attack if the barbarians chose to follow their trail from the ashes of their village.

Apullius’ throat felt as narrow as a piece of straw. Those torches danced inexorably forward. Perhaps they would pass the hiding places. Perhaps there would be no battle.

And then the first scream rang out.

It was not the cry of a man stabbed through the heart. This one tore the throat as if the victim had stared into the horrors of hell.

The torchlight swirled, and Apullius swooned at a vision of summer fireflies in the fields near his home.

Another scream echoed.

Another.

Another. Those awful cries merged into one long howl.

For a moment, Apullius clutched his ears to smother the sickening sound. But then his fury seared like a furnace and he threw himself towards the fray.

A hand clamped on his shoulder and dragged him back.

Apullius whirled. A giant wolf loomed over him. Fangs bared. Maw wide.

He yowled, then stifled it when he realized his mistake. No wolf. Only a man. The beast’s grey pelt hung across the stranger’s back, the head set on his own, the snout pulled down so his features were thrown into shadow. In his right hand he clutched a bronze sword. Moonlight plucked black tracings of runes from the blade. A barbarian.

‘Stay,’ the man-wolf growled.

Apullius kicked out for the intruder’s shins.

The warrior clenched his iron fingers and held his captive at bay. He cuffed Apullius once round the ears to bring him to his senses.

‘I’m not your enemy.’

Apullius realized he could understand the words – this was not some guttural barbarian tongue – but the accent was heavy and unfamiliar. Letting his limbs grow slack, he peered under that wolf’s head. The face was strong and as yet unlined, serious but not cruel. Eyes of fierce intelligence glowed from the black pools of the sockets.

‘Who are you?’ he croaked.

‘My name is Lucanus Pendragon. Some call me the Wolf.’

‘Pendragon?’ He knew that name from somewhere. A title. Was this the war-leader he’d heard his father discussing?

More screams jerked him from his reflection and he twisted round. ‘My father … my mother … we must help them.’

‘Your father and mother are not coming back.’ The voice was low, but not unkind.

‘Please—’

‘It’s too late for them. But not for you.’

Apullius sagged, almost falling against the warrior. He’d known it the moment the first scream echoed, but grief surged when he heard it stated so baldly.

Lucanus loosened his grip and squeezed Apullius’ arm. It was a silent communication that said this strange man understood the torment that lay within him, the lad knew. But the warrior was already searching the night for the enemy.

‘What’s to become of us?’

‘You’re with us now.’ The Pendragon’s voice had grown as cold and hard as stone, the voice of a man who did not readily give in to adversity. ‘Come,’ he said, tugging the boy towards where the other villagers cowered.

Apullius squinted. Dark shapes shifted among the trees, stooping every now and then to whisper reassuring words to the refugees and to help them to their feet. The lad felt a glimmer of comfort, but then his sorrow surged again and the tears came.

‘Time enough for that later,’ the warrior said. ‘Now you must be a man.’

‘Let me tell my brother—’

‘We cannot wait,’ Lucanus interrupted. ‘The Attacotti are coming, and that will be an ending worse than any you can imagine.’


CHAPTER TWO

Running With Wolves

‘MAKE HASTE!’

Lucanus whipped his arm forward to encourage the refugees. The final scream had ebbed away. Now there was only the silence of the grave.

The Attacotti filled him with dread and he was not afraid to admit it. They could track across the wildest landscape, never slowing, never tiring. Fierce warriors. Silent, relentless. Not men at all, some said, but daemons. Few knew where their home lay, or understood their tongue, or could divine what gods they worshipped, or what they truly believed, or why such monstrous beings had agreed to join the barbarians in this war.

The Scoti … the Picts … they were fearsome on the battlefield. But they did not eat human flesh.

‘Make haste,’ he urged again.

He counted only a few more than twenty refugees. Many were old, and the rest were mothers carrying babes or towing bawling children who had only just learned how to walk. A few older boys and girls, trying to seem grown.

One hunched figure refused to move. Lucanus shook the man’s shoulder. ‘You have to come now. Your life depends on it.’

As his filthy cloak fell away, the Wolf realized he was looking down at a soldier still dressed in the rags of his military tunic. His eyes flashed open, and for a moment Lucanus thought he was looking at a wild beast about to attack. But then hot tears brimmed and the soldier shuddered with deep sobs.

‘I can run no more.’

‘You must.’

‘No. No.’ The soldier collapsed on his side, wrapping his arms around himself. ‘I’m done with it all. I want it to be over.’

Lucanus looked through the trees to where those lights burned, brighter and closer. He had no time to argue; there were others who needed him more.

As he turned to leave, the broken man croaked, ‘There’s still hope for you. I haven’t got it in me any more. But if you keep going … to Londinium …’

The Wolf crouched beside him. ‘Why do you say Londinium?’

‘Sanctuary … safety …’ The soldier began to mumble and Lucanus shook him, a little too hard. ‘Any of us left … soldiers … fighting men … those who can still walk are making their way to Londinium. To wait for fresh men to arrive from Rome … to make a last stand if need be.’

Lucanus had never before ventured this far south of his home in Vercovicium. Yet he had heard tell of Londinium from those who had travelled to the cold north. It stood on a river, easy to supply, walled and defensible.

‘Ho! We must be away!’

Mato dashed from the throng and beckoned him. Taller than any man there, and slender, he had the soul of a poet and his eyes normally twinkled with humour, but now his expression was grim. Their friendship had been forged when they roamed the wild lands beyond the wall in the brotherhood of the arcani, the scouts of the Roman army who watched for any threat from the tribes in Caledonia. Five of them were in their band, the Grim Wolves, each wearing the pelt of one of those majestic beasts that he had killed himself. Of those five, only Lucanus and Mato were here. And every night Lucanus offered a prayer to the gods that the other three would be brought back to them from that dangerous territory beyond the barbarian lines where, he hoped, they still lived, still fought.

‘We have no hope of outpacing the Attacotti with these in tow,’ Mato whispered.

‘We can’t leave them behind.’

‘No. But the men aren’t fools. They’ll see creaking legs and women laden with children, and they’ll know it’ll be like tying a rock to the ankle of a drowning man.’

Lucanus looked around his war-band. They weren’t fighting men: far from it. He saw the pale faces of money-counters and the paunches of merchants, the leathery cheeks and mop hair of farmers, the broad shoulders of blacksmiths and butchers. They were levied from the towns and villages that were yet to face the advancing barbarian horde. The people of Britannia had not had to fight to defend themselves for centuries, not since Rome had sent its invincible army, and they’d grown soft.

But Rome was falling into twilight now, and Britannia would need to learn to fight again if its folk were to survive.

Lucanus looked up to the heavens. Not too long ago his life had been simple. He remembered laughter and the warm company of his friends in the fort at Vercovicium on the great wall that divided the empire from the barbarian lands to the north. Scouting in that wilderness, with clear skies overhead and the other Grim Wolves loping at his side. And Catia, the woman he had secretly loved since they were children. She had been married then, with a husband and a son, but tragedy had taken both of them away. A tragedy born the night the vast horde of barbarians had crashed over the wall, smashing Vercovicium to dust.

From then, it had been endless fleeing for their lives, always towards the south, with the other Grim Wolves, and Catia and her father and brother, and Amarina who had run the house of women in the settlement. That would have been bad enough. But no, he had been caught up in a plot of wood-priests and witches, entranced by a prophecy that this time of blood and fire was the beginning of an age when a great saviour would return, the King Who Will Not Die.

His fingers closed around the gold crown he kept tucked away in his cloak. It had been given to him by the wood-priest Myrrdin, who had insisted he had a part to play in their unfolding plans. He was to be the Pendragon, which was the ancient title of the great war-leader, the Head of the Dragon, who would lead the resistance against the barbarian horde and guard the bloodline of this mysterious king. And he’d been given the sword Caledfwlch, which the druid had promised was a gift of the gods. He’d accepted the role, reluctantly.

That was when his entire life had turned sour.

Myrrdin had sworn that Catia was the Chalice, the source of that royal blood, and her son Marcus would carry the line forward until the saviour was born. And then it seemed everyone wanted to lay claim to both of them, to grasp that power and control it. And in that conflict Marcus was murdered – a death for which Lucanus had to accept some responsibility – and Catia was wrenched away from him and taken captive by the barbarians. His friends, Bellicus, Solinus and Comitinus, those missing Grim Wolves, were hunting for her, but what hope was there of ever bringing her home?

Now there was nothing but running and fighting while the light died around him.

Apullius tugged at his arm. ‘They’re coming.’ Grief had made the lad white as chalk, and his dark eyes seemed to have stopped blinking. But he wasn’t crying, now, and that was good.

Sparks leapt from flints. Strands of blue smoke twisted and specks of orange glowed like tiny suns. Soon blades of flame stabbed up along the wood’s edge. That summer had been hot. The countryside was tinder-dry, and the blaze rushed through the yellowing grass and dried bramble, the fallen branches and twigs, embracing oak and ash and holly along the way.

Raising one arm high, Lucanus snapped it forward. The old folk and the mothers trudged away from the trees and down the slope into the grasslands beyond. Behind them, the wall of fire roared along the high ground, growing broader and deeper with each moment.

Lucanus watched Mato stare up as the billowing black smoke engulfed the stars. His face seemed to be full of regret. ‘I’m sick of choking on smoke from the villages they’ve burned, and turning away from streams pink with blood and poisoned by bodies. I’ve had my fill of this land they are creating.’ He shook his head, and raced to join the men cutting a V through the sea of grass, while Lucanus watched the ragged band of refugees struggling to keep up. How many had they rescued now? Not enough. Never enough.

Now, though … could Londinium be the answer to their prayers?

‘Lucanus!’

Mato’s cry cracked back across the bowed heads of the stumbling refugees. The Wolf saw his friend pointing and whirled.

Stars were glowing in that thick bank of black cloud billowing across the high ridge. Growing larger, brighter.

Flaming arrows arced towards them. A score, perhaps more. His cry of alarm had barely formed in his throat before the shafts whined down.

In a sizzle of sparks, an arrow thumped into the back of an old man. Flames leapt across his greasy cloak to his long grey hair, and then he was howling as the fire consumed him from head to toe.

Another shaft slammed into one of his men. And another.

Screaming, the refugees threw themselves down the slope. Some fell, trampled underfoot by those behind them. A crackle became a deafening roar. Fiery waves washed the scene, cresting higher than a man’s head.

‘Stand your ground!’ the Wolf roared at his men. At the sound of his voice, they turned. ‘Take the villagers with you!’

Fear-stricken, some still ran, but others scrambled back, hauling children on to their shoulders, grasping the wrists of the elderly, heaving the infirm into their arms before once again plunging down the slope on a narrowing path through the conflagration.

As he stumbled blindly in the choking smoke, Lucanus felt a hand grasp his arm.

‘Apullius ran back to find his brother,’ Mato shouted above the roar, eyes watering.

Lucanus looked over his shoulder at the swirling bank of smoke lit orange underneath by the raging fires. Soon enough the barbarians would be in pursuit.

‘It’s too late,’ Mato cried, his grip tightening.

But it was not Apullius’ face Lucanus was seeing in his mind’s eye. It was Marcus, the boy who had been like a son to him, whose life he had failed to save.

He threw Mato off. Levelling his arm in front of his face, the Wolf ran into the inferno.


CHAPTER THREE

The Burning

LUCANUS STUMBLED ON, blinded by waves of skin-searing heat and choking clouds of acrid smoke. With each step, he felt his chest tighten. If he didn’t find the brothers soon he would be burned to ashes, lost and forgotten, and all those who relied upon him would be lost too.

‘Apullius!’ he bellowed, but his voice was swallowed by that deafening roar, which he thought sounded like a woken dragon ready to consume all in its path. When he lurched away from the worst of the fire, however, the din receded a little and he realized he could hear the sound of coughing floating in the air.

Apullius was crouching down, forcing his brother to the ground where the air was clearer. ‘Hush, Mouse, hush,’ he was saying. ‘Any sound will draw the barbarians to us.’

The Wolf dropped beside the two brothers and saw Apullius’ face glow with hope. ‘If the gods are with us, the smoke will be our friend,’ he reassured them.

Urging his charges down the slope, he muttered a prayer that the barbarians would still be looking for a way past the wall of fire that his men had lit, but he had barely taken five paces when he realized the futility of that hope. In the corner of his eye, he glimpsed a grey shape half forming in the smoke before the folds stole it away again.

The Attacotti were already here.

Lucanus slowed his step, afraid to make the slightest sound. No point in running. Once the Attacotti sensed him there, they would be on him in an instant. He needed to be sly like the wolf now.

The brothers must have read his tension for Morirex whimpered, clinging tighter. Apullius tried to shush him, but that only made more noise. Lucanus pulled his cloak around them, praying that would be enough.

A half-seen ghost flitted by, fading just as quickly.

Another.

This side, that side.

Footsteps thumped, drawing so close he stiffened, and were then swallowed by the deadening smoke. How many of the Attacotti were out there – the whole advance guard, or only a few who had slipped by the fire?

Easing his hand inside his cloak, he drew Caledfwlch. That was a mistake. The younger boy began to whimper again, the sound growing louder despite the protestations of his brother.

It was enough.

Feet pounded at his back. Lucanus thrust the boys ahead of him and yelled, ‘Run!’ Whirling, he levelled his blade. A figure took on shape and solidity as it emerged through the folds of drifting smoke.

The Attacotti warrior’s skin was the white of dead flesh, the eyes circled black, the cheekbones dark-lined. Though Lucanus knew it was only crusted mud and ashes, and charcoal for emphasis, a disguise to frighten enemies, he still shuddered.

Without slowing his step, the warrior swung his short sword in a horizontal arc. Lucanus flung up his own blade and felt his arm throb as the vibrations jolted to his shoulder. Sparks flew.

The man was fast on his feet, ducking this way then that, faster by far than the plodding barbarians his tribe fought beside. Though he was little more than skin stretched over bone, Lucanus could see he would make up in agility what he lacked in brawn.

The swords clashed high, then low. The Attacotti warrior bounded, thrust, leapt back before Lucanus could land a strike upon him. Cursing, the Wolf pushed forward, slashing back and forth. He blinked away tears from the stinging smoke, but could see his enemy was untroubled. Cold, black voids, the staring eyes were twin wells that seemed to go on for ever.

Seeing an opening, Lucanus lunged. His blade ripped open his enemy’s shoulder, red streaking the crusted white. Yet the warrior didn’t cry out, and it was only as that ghastly face loomed close that Lucanus realized he had been lured in.

The Eater of the Dead rolled away, bringing up his sword to clatter Caledfwlch aside. In one fluid movement, he threw all his weight forward. The Wolf breathed in a queasy mix of raw meat and loam, and then his enemy ploughed into him. He felt his blade fly from his hand.

Lucanus slammed back against the hard earth, his breath whistling through clenched teeth. A weight like a sack of grain crashed against his chest. A forearm crushed his throat. He was pinned down, his fingers clawing at burned grass, unable to close on the hilt of his sword.

The features of the white devil swam above him, filling his vision. The crust of pale ash across the skin was cracked, the charcoal around the eyes and along the cheekbones smeared. The jagged teeth were red. But it was those black eyes, like the deepest, darkest wells, that chilled his blood. He could see nothing in them that he recognized.

The face pressed closer. The coal eyes became all, and then Lucanus felt the cold caress of steel at his throat. The warrior’s knife, ready to unleash his lifeblood.

The Wolf bucked, but the Attacotti killer held him fast.

Images flooded Lucanus’ head, and his thoughts flew back to that night in the far north, bound beside a campfire at the gathering of the tribes when others of this warrior’s kind had sawed off his ear and swallowed it. The horror that engulfed him as he watched a part of himself being consumed.

The blade dug deeper, while around him the sounds of battle ebbed until he was floating in an eerie silence. Those black eyes were his whole world.

And with that realization it was as if a torrent rushed through him. Visions of his childhood, his father’s face looming large, eyes as hard and cold as the frozen lakes of winter in the Wilds, but his grin as warm and welcoming as the hearth-fire. His father, lost to him for so long, disappeared in the vast wilderness north of the wall, with not even a body to bury.

And the old wolf he had killed, one-on-one in the moonlit glade of the deep forest during the ritual when he had been accepted into the arcani, the majestic beast’s spirit rushing into him, transforming him into a wolf himself, a Grim Wolf, who could survive in the Wilds, and smell and see and race with all the powers of his namesake.

And there was Catia, and he thought his heart would break that he would never see her again.

All these thoughts rushed through his head in an instant and then he was back, feeling the pressure on his neck, swimming through the foul stench of meaty breath.

‘I’m ready,’ he croaked. ‘I don’t fear death.’

Yet in that moment he felt the pain in his throat ease as the knife pulled back a notch. Lucanus saw something odd in those eyes: questions, perhaps.

The Eater of the Dead pushed his head down, almost into an embrace. The Wolf felt the bloom of hot breath on his neck. The barbarian nuzzled him, and he heard the deep intake of breath. Once, twice, three times.

His spine prickled. His enemy was drawing in his scent, as a beast would do with the other animals it encountered.

The warrior’s head pulled back, reared up. In his eyes Lucanus saw another look that he couldn’t quite define. Recognition, perhaps? Or something deeper and more troubling?

The barbarian leapt off him and paused for an instant, those eyes locked on Lucanus’ one final time. Then he bounded away into the night.

The Wolf sucked in a gasp of calming air. Why had that Eater of the Dead spared his life?

A cacophony of jubilant cries rang out nearby, and he realized that the barbarian horde had broken through the wall of fire.

As he staggered to his feet, a Scoti warrior crashed out of the smoke. His braided red hair flew, and he wore leather armour and furs crusted with lamb fat from the last cold winter. A round shield hung on one arm; a short sword was gripped in the other hand. In an instant, the Scot drank everything in – the dazed man, the weapon lying on the ground nearby – and grinned. Bellowing a battle-cry, he hurled himself forward. His blade swung high.

Lucanus stared, rooted, defenceless.

From nowhere, he glimpsed the flash of a blade. A gout of crimson arced, and the Scoti warrior spun back, clutching at his opened belly.

Mato lurched in front of him, his sword dripping.

‘You should be with the others,’ Lucanus hissed.

‘That’s the thanks I get?’ Mato grabbed his arm and dragged him away.

Nearby, the boys crouched in the swirling smoke, clutching each other. As he loped past, Lucanus hooked a hand under one boy’s armpit; Mato caught the other. And then they were careering down the charred slope a few steps ahead of the call and response whistles ringing out behind them.

Beyond the fires, night cloaked a countryside of thick woods running along the banks of the river Tamesis. Ahead lay the old Britannia, of peace and freedom.

Pausing in the brittle grass, where their fire-shadows danced and sparks twirled up on the air currents into the dark like the fireflies in the fields of his youth, Lucanus looked back. The bank of smoke with its orange furnace burning deep within was a wall, as daunting as the one the Romans had built across the north, and one that would be just as easily breached. There was no safety any more in this new world.


CHAPTER FOUR

At the Bridge

AFIERY RED SHADED to purple and pink across the eastern horizon. Lucanus mopped the sweat from his brow as he scanned the cool emerald woods and shining lakes dotting the grassland, the last undefiled expanse between the invaders’ lines and the sea. Even at that hour, he could tell another furnace awaited them.

At their backs, the jubilant cries of the barbarians rang out like the revels of drunk young men heading home from the tavern.

‘Still following.’ Mato cocked his head, listening to the distant calls.

Apullius hugged his brother close. ‘Do we run and run until we die?’

‘Don’t lose hope,’ Lucanus said, remembering what the soldier had told him. ‘We have to get to Londinium. The army, or what remains of it, is heading there. We’ll be able to shelter behind the walls. Better that than being run like deer in open country.’

Mato nodded. ‘It will give us a slim chance to hold the barbarians off until the cold months. By then Rome might have remembered they have part of their empire here.’

‘I want to fight,’ Apullius said.

‘Then you will.’ Mato unhooked his belt and handed it over, with the sheath and scabbard attached.

‘You’ll need that,’ the Wolf said. ‘Let him find another weapon.’

‘I’m not a fighting man, you know that. Solinus always said I should have been a priest instead.’ Mato’s smile tightened. ‘I have no stomach for death. I’m not walking away, don’t fear it. I could never abandon you, or my brothers, but I’ll serve in a different way: as a scout. That’s what I’m good at. Or a cook, if necessary, or a smith. But I’ve killed my last man.’

Lucanus nodded. He understood, if he didn’t agree.

Apullius strapped the belt around his waist. It fitted him well enough.

‘Don’t draw the blade until you’ve had some lessons,’ Lucanus cautioned. ‘A novice with a weapon is as likely to kill himself as any enemy.’

‘You’ll teach me,’ Apullius replied, looking down at his new prize with awe.

After a while they pushed through swaying willows to the banks of the river. A dragonfly darted, gleaming like a jewel in the first light.

‘One thing I don’t understand,’ the lad went on. ‘When that … that thing … that white-skinned warrior … attacked, he had you pinned down. He could have killed you. But he didn’t. He ran away. Why?’

Lucanus looked back and saw Mato frowning. There was a flicker across his features that Lucanus couldn’t quite read, almost as if this news was both troubling and no surprise.

‘The Attacotti are unfathomable,’ he replied. ‘Let’s not waste time trying to plumb the depths of their minds. By rights we should all be dead by now, so let’s celebrate our good fortune as a gift from the gods. We live to fight another day.’

‘The Attacotti were our allies once,’ Mato said, slipping an arm round each lad’s shoulders.

‘For one night only,’ Lucanus said. ‘Whatever Myrrdin promised them, it was not enough to turn them to our side for good.’

Mato flashed him a grin, but the expression seemed forced, and Lucanus was puzzled. He pushed on along the riverbank, his thoughts turning cold.

The bones of the bridge jabbed from the shimmering water like the remains of a great beast whose flesh had long since rotted away. Lucanus stood under a fluttering willow, shielding his eyes against the barbs of sunlight as he tried to divine a way ahead.

‘At least we know your men can obey orders,’ Mato said. His tone was wry despite the whooping calls of their pursuers.

‘What’s happened to the bridge?’ Apullius gaped at the wreckage. The central section still stood, but both ends had collapsed into the water in a mass of jumbled timber.

‘I commanded my men to destroy it once they’d got the people of your village to the other side,’ Lucanus said. ‘The horde will turn back rather than travel along the river to find a ford.’

‘But shouldn’t they have waited for us?’

‘Protect the helpless first,’ Mato said. ‘That is our law. We can look after ourselves.’

Lucanus peered along the verdant banks towards the hazy distance. ‘If we go now we’ll lead them straight to the ford,’ he mused, before turning back to the others. Crouching, he rested his hands on the younger boy’s shoulders. ‘You’re a brave lad, Morirex, and I need you to be braver still. Whatever happens, you must remain silent. Do you understand?’

The boy nodded.

‘Good. Quickly, then: follow me.’

To their credit, the boys hesitated for only a moment before splashing after him into the shallows. His skin throbbed at the coldness of the water. As he pushed out into the flow, he could hear the barbarians thundering through the brush behind them.

Morirex flailed, spluttering, and Mato, bringing up the rear, hooked a hand into the back of the boy’s tunic. Holding his head above the water, he settled in to the strong current and let it pull them both towards the ruined bridge.

Once all four were hidden in the deep shadows among the ribs of shattered wood, Lucanus clung to a beam jabbing up through the surface and watched the trees along the bank. Morirex wrapped his arms around another timber, trying to stifle his spluttering, and Mato and Apullius held on tight, with only their heads poking above the lapping water.

One by one the barbarians emerged into the hot sun, looking all around. They were quiet now, certain that their enemies were nearby.

A Pict with a shaven head adorned with swirls of black tattoos crouched to examine the grass along the bank. After a moment, he looked up at another red-headed Scot swathed in furs and leather despite the heat of the day. Lucanus had learned the tongues of the tribes during his forays in disguise in the Wilds beyond the wall with the arcani, but whatever the Pict said was lost to the river’s gurgling.

The two warriors peered across the Tamesis to the far bank and muttered some more: weighing, debating. Around them, more barbarians stepped out of the shade of the trees, blinking. Their weapons hung loosely at their sides, all of them seemingly comfortable in the undisputed assumption that they were the masters now.

Beside him, Lucanus heard Morirex moan in fear at the sight of the wild men, and he silenced him with a glance.

A huge figure loomed out of the woods, a man who was a good head taller than any other warrior there. Lucanus had seen this one before, when he was a prisoner at the barbarian moot-camp in the far north. His head was bound with filthy strips of cloth to cover a face that had been all but burned away, so the stories said. Arrist, the Pictish king of the Caledonian south.

Arrist turned his head slowly, his cold gaze drinking in the surroundings.

The tattooed Pict trudged behind his leader along the bank until he was close enough for Lucanus to hear. ‘Where next?’

‘Back,’ Arrist growled. ‘We have our booty. These Romans can fight all they want, but their numbers are few. They’ll fall before us soon enough.’

Raised voices rumbled through the trees, and a moment later two Picts emerged dragging a bloodied man between them. Lucanus stiffened when he recognized Kobold. They had thought him dead, cut down when they had retreated from the advancing barbarians the previous day.

Kobold’s face was crimson from a deep gash across his forehead and his tunic was soaked with blood. ‘Help me,’ he croaked.

The two Picts threw him to the ground, then one of them leaned in and said something to Arrist.

‘Tell me what you told them,’ the king said.

‘I never meant to speak out. I’m loyal—’

‘Tell me and we will stop the blood flowing from those wounds. Keep your lips sealed and you’ll be drained dry before noon.’

Kobold’s chin dropped to his chest. Lucanus could see him fighting with his conscience. After a moment, he replied, ‘One of your war-bands has taken the Pendragon’s woman captive.’

Lucanus felt his blood run as cold as the waters around him.

‘Who has her?’ Arrist demanded.

‘I don’t know, just that she was taken—’

Arrist took the man’s head in his huge hands and snapped the neck. ‘There. Your blood will now stop flowing.’

As Kobold crumpled to the ground, the tattooed Pict stepped over him. ‘With the woman, we could bargain. The Roman war-leader would give up his resistance—’

‘We do not bargain. The stories about this Pendragon are nothing more than that … stories designed to frighten children. He’s no threat to us.’ The king raised his head to the blue sky and seemed to think for a moment. ‘Still … if he fell, all this land could be ours before summer is out. We will not bargain. But her head would send a message. He might realize how hopeless his fight is.’

Lucanus felt a rage born of desperation surge up in him.

‘Send out messengers,’ Arrist said with a thoughtful nod. ‘Find who has this woman. We should have words, she and I.’


CHAPTER FIVE

Open, Locks, Whoever Knocks

‘IT IS THE witching hour.’

Decima’s whisper was almost lost to the warm breeze rustling through the high branches. She was craning her neck up, and to Amarina she seemed one with the shadows. Only the whites of her eyes glowed in her dark skin.

Amarina followed her companion’s gaze.

The charm was constructed from twigs bound together by leather thongs to form a star shape. Hanging from it, the skulls of four small birds clack-clacked.

Amarina pursed her lips. She’d seen them before, across the years, of course she had. Hanging from the trees in the Wilds. To most folk, their meaning was hidden, as was the witches’ way. A marking of territory. A warning. A charm for good luck, hung and then forgotten.

But she knew the truth.

She tugged her cloak around her. It was the colour of moss, embroidered with golden spirals, perhaps the only fine thing she still owned since they’d all been forced to flee their homes in the north when the barbarians attacked. She felt acid in the mouth at the thought of those long weeks of running and hiding and crawling in the mud like beasts.

All those years struggling to build a life of comfort for herself, leading men by the nose to the girls she kept for their pleasure and then relieving them of the gold in their purse. Counting coin and hiding it away for a day when she would truly be free. All of it, washed away in one night. If she was to see these invaders drown in their own blood, it would be for that alone. She was not a woman who forgave.

But there was little hope of that. The end was coming fast. Back at the camp, the men still waited in silence around the fires. Lucanus hadn’t returned. And if the Wolf had been lost, everything else had died with him.

‘I told you – there’s no reason to be afraid. The sisters are our friends.’ She pulled a strand of auburn hair from her face and tucked it into her hood.

Decima eyed her, but said nothing. She’d brought her own superstitions with her when she had travelled from the hot lands in the south, and Amarina could see that at that moment they were haunting her.

‘Bellicus told me Lucanus found one of these charms in his hut when the boy, Marcus, was stolen,’ the third woman breathed. The silver streaking Galantha’s black curls glinted in the moonlight. Amarina could hear the note of longing in her voice for Bellicus, the Grim Wolf who had faded away into the heart of the barbarian lands, possibly to his death.

How had it all come to this?

She glanced back down the slope to where the lights of the campfires flickered. A lone voice was now singing a mournful song that yearned for times past and loves lost.

The camp by the ford sprawled along the banks of the Tamesis. Each day more men straggled in to join the army. Myrrdin continued to send out word to all the free lands that the Pendragon was reforging bonds from an age ago. He called on the names of the old tribes that only a few grey-hairs still remembered, insisting they send their strongest to repel the invaders.

Little good would it do in the face of that advancing horde. They never slowed, never stopped slaughtering.

She was not about to make one last stand and die. There was always another way.

‘Enough talk,’ she said. ‘We will never find the wyrd sisters. But they will find us when they’re certain we’re not a threat.’

Amarina pushed on across the soft loam beneath the clustering trees. Here and there shafts of silvery moonlight punched through the canopy, illuminating their way. Pulling her hood back, she listened. A brook tinkled as it tumbled over stones. That was good. Water and wood were the signs of the wyrd sisters’ favoured habitat.

In a clearing she breathed in the aroma of sticky resin and warm vegetation and struck a flint. Her torch flared into life.

For long moments the three women watched the shadows swoop among the trees. The wyrd sisters did not always answer the call – they were mercurial. Mad, some would say, their thoughts dashed away by days and nights in the loneliness of the forest, feasting on toad’s-stools and dreaming vivid dreams.

Amarina felt the hairs on her neck prickle. Away in the dark, she sensed movement. Though no sound reached her ears, her nostrils wrinkled at the scent of bitter herbs.

The gloom seemed to unfurl like a curtain. Grey, hazy shapes took form, solidifying at the edge of the wavering circle of torchlight. Three women: one young, one matronly, one a withered old crone. Moon-eyes glared, wild and white and roaming. Fingers flexed, claws ready to strike. Mud-caked naked bodies streaked with charcoal so that they could become as one with the forest. Each one’s untamed hair was a halo clotted with leaves.

Clutching her hands to her chest, Decima muttered something in a guttural tongue that Amarina didn’t recognize. Galantha stood rigid. One hand slipped into the folds of her dress where she kept her knife.

‘Sister,’ the youngest witch said.

Amarina kept her eyes fixed ahead. She had heard the note of recognition in that greeting and she could feel Decima and Galantha looking at her.

‘Hecate,’ she replied. And Hecate, and Hecate. The same name, as if three were one, as if all the sisterhood across all the world were one.

‘We have been watching you. All of you.’

‘Following you,’ the mother added.

The crone cackled and spat a gobbet of phlegm on to the ground.

‘What do you want, sister?’ the youngest asked.

‘Aid,’ Amarina said. ‘Escape. Safe passage away from this dark place.’

‘It will grow darker still.’

‘Of that I have no doubt. That night outside Vercovicium, you warned me of this age of blood and fire. You said your time was coming round again … that the Dragon was rising. Rome’s power would fade—’

‘It has. It will.’

‘You see this plan unfolding.’ Amarina moistened her lips, trying to ignore the dread that had been gnawing at her for too long now. ‘You will be safe. But I see no way out for any of us. The barbarian horde will drive us into the sea. And if this Bear-King comes to lead us out of the dark, as you say, it will be too late for us three. Take us with you.’

‘You’d abandon your friends?’

Amarina started at the masculine voice. She glanced back to see Aelius step up to the torchlight, his sword hanging loosely in his good hand, his withered arm hidden as always beneath his cloak. Catia’s younger brother was handsome, with his sleek black hair and square jaw, and he had a wit that always entertained her. But these days he was too much Myrrdin’s dog.

‘This is no place for you. Leave us,’ she said.

‘But then I wouldn’t be able to keep an eye on you.’

‘Don’t you trust us?’ Galantha snapped.

‘Were you not trying to run away and leave us to face this battle alone?’

‘Still. We would never betray you,’ Decima said.

Aelius only smiled, but Amarina saw his eyes flicker towards her. No one trusted her. And rightly so. Memories were still raw of that night when she had taken the boy Marcus from their band to barter for all their lives. Not a day passed without her regretting it. And though it was not her fault that Marcus had died – that stain lay on the soul of his father in whatever afterlife he now inhabited – the loss only added more poison to her betrayal.

He looked past her, to the witches, and said, ‘Are you servants of the Fates, or are you the Fates themselves?’

‘Aye. We are.’

‘Are you agents or witnesses? Do you read the runes for what is to come, or do the gods act through you to make men dance to their will?’

‘Aye. We do.’

Aelius grunted. ‘We’ll get no joy here.’

‘If you choose your words, and open your ears, they’ll tell you truth,’ Amarina snapped.

‘The only truth here is hidden in the web they weave. I’ve heard tell of their kind—’

‘From the wood-priest, I suppose.’ Amarina gritted her teeth.

‘The wyrd sisters will lure you on by feeding your hope of uncovering that truth, but you will only find yourself trapped by your own wriggling until something decides to feast on you.’

‘Would you anger us?’ The younger Hecate’s voice was honeyed, which, to Amarina’s ears, only made it more menacing.

‘We do not follow your rules,’ the mother said.

Aelius raised his brows. ‘The rules of Rome, or of men?’

For a moment, there was only the music of the night-breeze soughing through the branches. Then the youngest witch crouched like a beast. ‘When the Romans first set foot on this land, when they slaughtered the wood-priests and drove the wyrd sisters deep into the forests, the gods stepped away from us. They saw straight lines drawn across the land, not paths where we walked serpentine as we had since the first days. They saw the groves cut down. The Wilds carved and ordered. And they sighed and went underhill and beneath the lakes. But they left the doors to the Otherworld open, against the day we grow wise once more and call them back. The forests and the moors and the high land are the home of daemons, and if you listen with the wind in your ears you can hear their voices. But beware, for they can drive you mad.’

Aelius nodded. ‘And so you sow seeds of confusion. For in the chaos that has engulfed this land what you wish for will take root and thrive. The madness that is your aim, and death, and blood, and the falling apart of all that was.’

‘Aye. For only then will something new grow. Or something old.’ The youngest witch stood up and cupped her belly. She looked at Amarina with a sly smile.

‘You’re with child?’

‘My days are waning,’ the crone said throatily. ‘And soon a new maiden will join us.’

‘The season is turning, sister,’ the














Every new beginning comes from some other beginning’s end.

Marcus Annaeus Seneca




Author’s Note

The full moon hangs over Glastonbury Tor. High up there, wrapped in the balmy summer warmth and the almost sanctified stillness, you can feel the breath of the past raising the hairs on the back of your neck. Darkness still pools across the Somerset Levels beyond the town’s lights, and there’s a clear view of the sweep of the stars in the vault of the heavens. I breathe in the scent of cooling vegetation, and when an owl swoops by, I let my thoughts fly with it.

There’s a magic to the old places.

Every book is a quest, for the author and for the reader. This one, like Pendragon, the novel that preceded it, was also a very real quest for me. As a writer, it’s always been my belief that you should walk in the footsteps of your characters. That sense of place is a potent force that throws up levels of detail that can never be found in books or online. Not just the sensory experience, the smells, the sounds, but the feel of it. Such an intangible thing, yet deeply affecting.

I travelled through a great many of Britain’s old places while researching this story, and that magic is still powerful. It’s in the landscape and in the history, which lives on, in standing stones, and crumbling ruins, and odd patterns in the landscape. From the edge of Loch Lomond, across the shattered bones of Hadrian’s Wall, south through the Lake District, to Salisbury Plain. London. Stonehenge. Avebury. Dartmoor and west to the ends of the earth (otherwise known as Cornwall).

In these kinds of road trips, you learn as much about yourself as the places you’re investigating. There’s something to be said for pushing out of that comfort zone, hiking, climbing, sweating, sleeping under the stars, crunching along a deserted beach, being lashed by the wind and rain on wild land where there isn’t another soul for mile upon mile. And also something to be said for placing yourself in the context of the great sweep of history. The problems of a modern person seem tiny compared to the things our ancestors endured.

As I explored each location, I was endlessly fascinated by the stories that still clung to them, most of them age-old. Religions, legends and myths, and the stories we tell ourselves, all occupy much the same place. Through them we can learn as much about ourselves as from artefacts dug out of the ground, and as such they have an important role in history. Folklore is not fantasy. There are truths embedded in those tales.

At Wayland’s Smithy, the neolithic long barrow in Oxfordshire, which plays a part in this story, records from 1738 show that people believed an invisible smith lived there who would reshoe the horses of any travellers who left a coin. Visitors still leave coins today, near three centuries later (and the National Trust has to collect them all up and give them to charity). The folklorist Ceri Houlbrook says these actions ‘contribute to the ritual narrative of a site’. Yet we now know that the prehistoric site was once associated with a smith-god. The story kept the belief alive in a constantly mutating form.

Stories, old and new.

There are a few things I want to mention before I wander away.

These books have the overarching title of Dark Age. A few readers have mused that it’s not actually set in what we used to call the Dark Ages (although modern historians have pulled away from that term for a variety of reasons, not least because it’s a very UK-centric descriptor and doesn’t take into account what was happening in, say, Constantinople). But the aim was always to show how a dark age, any dark age, can arise from a time that had, perhaps, long been perceived as a golden age. Historical fiction always has lessons for today, and as we look around us, now, it’s possible to see that difficult times could arise again. It’s only a relatively short time since Francis Fukuyama wrote about the ‘end of history’ and predicted an unceasing era of Western democratic values. When the collapse starts, it’s often in areas where few are paying attention.

What Myrrdin told Lucanus about the Eleusinian Mysteries is true. And it’s still of relevance today. If you don’t believe me, take a look at a very good book, Stealing Fire: How Silicon Valley, the Navy SEALs and Maverick Scientists Are Revolutionizing the Way We Live and Work by Steven Kotler and Jamie Wheal.

There’s been a lot of talk about numbers in these two books, particularly three and five. Many ancient civilizations had beliefs about the spiritual significance of sacred numbers, and that there were secret relationships between numbers and the divine, or fate. The first Council of Nicaea in ad 325, which regulated aspects of Christianity, consigned numerology to the same fate as other unapproved beliefs like divination and magic.

In the section set in Londinium, I mention the River Fleet a few times. These days it’s hidden in a culvert beneath London streets, but it was a key part of the Roman town’s expansion. Yet I haven’t been able to unearth the Roman name for the river, and when I spoke to Professor Mary Beard of the University of Cambridge, she couldn’t find it either. So I decided to stick with the Fleet name, for clarity, even though that derives from the Anglo-Saxon fleota. These are the compromises we have to make from time to time, sadly, and you will undoubtedly find a few more within these pages.

The legend of King Arthur lives on, mutating to fit the age in which it’s told. There’s a power in it that survives any telling, and a deeper symbolism. These things matter, these symbols, crowns and swords, and dragons eating their own tails.

Long may he reign.
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