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    To my son Jason, the 'Forever Og'

      

    

FORWARD
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When most people hear the name “King Arthur,” a great number of images immediately leap to mind. Knights in shining armor and a magic sword stuck in stone. Great, fairytale castles with towers reaching up to the sky. A brave Christian monarch fighting off cruel, pagan Vikings. A huge “Round Table” where a noble king and his knights battle against evil.

There are many famous names associated with Arthur as well: Guinevere, Lancelot, Percival, and Galahad, all dwelling in the legendary castle of Camelot. There are darker names too — King Uther, Igraine, King Lot, Morgan Le Fey, and her cruel, twisted son Mordred. And of course, the infamous wizard Merlin -—or ‘Myrdain’ in the ‘Old Tongue’ of ancient Cymru. Whether fact or fantasy, one cannot have a story about the ‘Forever King’ without that wily old necromancer.

Most people think Arthur was a bold, chivalrous knight raised up for kingship by Merlin’s ‘magic’; a Christian warrior bravely fighting off Saxon invaders; a faithful husband married to the beautiful Guinevere — and sadly, a man caught in a love triangle with his wife and his best friend.

But in reality Arthur was very few of these things. Except for being a war chief fighting against yearly invasions of Saxons , Angels and Danes, almost everything else listed above was the fictitious invention of writers a thousand years or more after Arthur’s real time. Most scholars believe Arthur lived around the late fifth or early sixth century AD, several generations after Julius Caesar and his Romans abandoned their four-hundred-year occupation of Britannia in 410 AD.

The “real” Arthur -—the “first” Arthur -—wasn’t English at all, but a Briton, a Celt (pronounced with a hard ‘K’). He didn’t live anywhere near London (Londinium), Stonehenge, or Land’s End, but in the northern mountains of Cymru, modern-day Wales. The first Arthur was a long-haired, lice-ridden, leather-clad clansman who grew up a farmer-soldier, not a knight or prince. His world was hard, dirty, often brutal, and always dangerous; a world of strange pagan rituals, deep-set superstitions, and a never-ending ‘natural magic’. In short, a world full of life, love, and adventure.
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Myrdain the Druid, bard, mage &Councilor of Kings

So come along with me now, back to those turbulent, exciting times of young Artrose the Bear, when wolves, witches, and wild men roamed the mist covered forests of the island that, ten centuries later, Shakespeare and much later Winston Churchill would describe as:

“This royal throne of kings, this scepter’d isle, this place of majesty! 

This seat of Mars, this blessed plot, this earth, this realm, 

this England!”

***
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PART ONE: 
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The Innocent Years

520 to 530 AD
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Introduction
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Let’s get something straight right from the start, shall we?!. People called me Artrose the Bear, not “Arthur Bloody Pendragon”! That was a title -—Pen Draig in Cimru or what you British call ‘Welsh’ -—that my father Uther took when he became the ‘dragonus-rex’ or war-leader against the raiding Saise or ‘Saxons’. I was born in what the Christians call the year 510 AD and my real name was and still is Artrose ap Uther ap Hector of Dunn Harrow. And I was then and still am now a bloody handed bastard!

My so-called birth-father, Uther Pendragon, High King of all Britons, was a bastard of a different sort -—the kind who, after murdering her husband, kidnapped and raped my mother, Igraine of Cornwall. Later, after putting several more girl babes in her belly, he grew tired of her and shipped her off to a nunnery, quickly finding a younger, less sharp-tongued replacement to warm his bed and give him sons.

Still a bastard till the bitter end, he eventually died of poison at the hands of his latest female conquest. That mean, small, trivial death caused poor, backward, war-torn Britain to slip back even further into darkness.

“How so?” you may ask. “For other than being a gifted killer on the battlefield, the passing of Uther Pendragon seemed no great loss to the good people of Britain!”

The answer was simple: though he sired countless children, my father left no acknowledged, anointed, legitimate heir to the High King’s throne. And so all the squabbling petty kings and power-hungry warlords saw it as a rich prize to claim — and they were more than willing to fight for it.

I, however, knew none of this until much later. On the very night I was born, I was secretly whisked away to the northern wilds of rugged Gwynedd in Wales and raised as a fatherless cast-off by the little-known clan chief, Lord Hector of Dunn Harrow.
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As I said earlier, I was born into this veil of tears in 510 AD, a hundred years after the great Julius Caesar and his Roman legions had finally left Britain for good. Back then there was no towering castle called Camelot, no ridiculous Round Table, and no dazzling suits of armor. Most castles were dark, dirty wooden hill-forts surrounded by a log palisade and a stinking ditch filled with rubbish and filth. Warriors carried a long, heavy knife, a long. heavy spear, and an iron-rimmed wooden shield. They wore smelly furs, greasy leathers, and either a thick breastplate of boiled cowhide or a leather ‘jack’ or vest covered with small metal plates or scales. Swords were rare and very expensive and only the richest lords and  Celtic chieftains could afford an iron sword and a full-length mail shirt. I only got mine when I took them off the corpse of a Saxon war-lord I had killed in battle -—for, as the very practical Romans had drummed into us for over four hundred blood drenched years: “To the victor go all the bloody spoils!”

Like most men in my clan, I grew up a part-time farmer and full-time soldier. And a warrior was all I ever wanted to be. But for over a thousand years now, you people have been making up stories about me — most of which are just one great, ever-growing steaming pile of shite! Dragons, shape-shifting wizards, fancy jousts and extravagant tournaments!

There were no magical swords pulled from bewitched stones, no holy quest for a cup that fools believed once held your Nailed God’s blood. All of that is just ‘gold cloth and silver lace’ draped over a wild-eyed, gore-smeared soldier newly back from the killing fields -—a pitiful attempt to sweeten the sour taste of cold, cruel war!

Well, I’m sick of the lies, and I’ve finally forced my restless spirit back here to set the record straight! My tale is about joy and sadness; kept promises and broken oaths; honor and revenge; betrayal and regret. It tells of the glorious promise of youth, the heady heights of power and fame, and the loss and loneliness of old age. All this while wading through rivers of blood, guts, and shite found both on the sunlit battlefield and in the darker, more dangerous shadows closer to home.

Hopefully you will also find it a tale about what lifts us up, tears us down, and lifts us up again. But in the end, at its very heart, it’s a simple love story. Love for your chosen mate and family, love for your children, clan, and country -—and love for the loyal, brave fools who stood by you when others had turned away.

So get a drink, find a seat, sit down and listen -—and mind that you keep your bloody mouth shut!

***
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Chapter 1: “Home”
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526 AD  Dunn Harrow 

Ancient Cymru (Wales)

Whenever I think of “home,” I think of three things: the mountainous kingdom of Gwynedd on Cymru’s wild northwest coast; the rambling wooden hill-fort of Dunn Harrow; and Gruoch.

But mostly I think of Gruoch.

In my mind’s eye I still see her sitting in the barn in her dirty white shift, her bare feet calloused and filthy — a cat or a hound or a piglet in her arms, her golden hair flying wild in the wind. She was, and in many ways still is, the center of everything good, bright, and pure in my life.

Not that she didn’t have a wicked temper and a tongue that could cut sharper than the best blade -—but she was always fiercely brave, brutally honest, and loyal to a fault. And I loved her from the very first moment that I saw her.

At the time she couldn’t have been more than nine or ten, and me all of twelve going on thirteen, my head full of dreams of being an apprentice weaponsman to my older “brother” Caileath -—Cai the Jester, the kindest man I ever knew. He was the second son of Lord Hector Harrow, master of Dunn Harrow and head of the sprawling Harrow clan.

After Lord Hector learned that his niece Gruoch was the only survivor of a sickness that had taken his younger brother and the rest of his family, he had her brought to him. The sickness had raged through his brother’s isolated hill-fort of Dunn Leath, killing well over half the inhabitants. Lord Hector ordered the fort burnt to the ground and all survivors brought north to live with us at Dunn Harrow.

And so Gruoch of the Golden Hair became the second orphaned child Lord Hector adopted into his family. I myself was the first -—an unwanted cast-off, freshly sent into glorious oblivion by my bastard of a father, Uther Pendragon. That unpleasant fact, and just who my real father was, I did not learn for many years. But more of that later. Now is the time to speak about my short-lived youth of “glorious innocence” and “blessed obscurity.”
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My memories of those early years are hazy and child-like -—a misty dream of cold nights, hot meals, rough wool, and gentle hands. Yet I clearly recall that each season brought its own special delights to our isolated community of kith and kin, the rough patchwork quilt that was Clan Harrow.

Summer was a wonderment: sun-drenched fields of wildflowers, sprouting crops, braying sheep, and endless “adventures” -—chasing trout in the streams, or the happy shouts of near-naked, mud-covered children playing at war.

Autumn brought a riot of color to the grey-green mountains, the wooded hills, and shadowy glens. After Samhain, the bare hills rang with rutting stags, rooting boars, and the heart-racing call of hunting horns as Lord Hector and his chieftains rode out to hunt.
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Winter was a time of waiting: cold winds and warm fires, long shadows and shivering nights, endless games of tag and hide-and-seek through the wooden labyrinth of Dunn Harrow.

Spring -—glorious Spring -—was my favorite: the Earth Mother rising from her long sleep, snow melting into carpets of green, a season of birth, rebirth, and hope. Yet it was also the time for settling old scores, avenging murdered kin, and renewing blood feuds.

We Bretons are a warrior race. We follow the old ways and the old gods. We like not the soft teachings of your Hanged God, and we bow our heads to no one but our chosen leaders. We never, ever “turn the other bloody cheek.”

Besides ancient feuds with half the Breton clans, we fought the Romans daily for nearly four hundred years. When they finally left, other invaders took their place: dark-haired Irish raiding the western coast, light-haired Angles and Saxons raiding the east, and the wild, tattooed Picts from the north. With the Romans gone, no one guarded the long stone wall they had built, and the northern madmen poured through.

At first they came in small bands to raid and take slaves. But each year more arrived, bringing women, families, animals, tools, even toothless grannies. Soon boatloads of settlers came, hungry for land and willing to fight for it. The Saxons pressed hardest in the east, while here in the west we faced the Irish and the lime-washed Picts hammering at our gates.
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I had gone on clan raids since I was thirteen — not in the front ranks or the bowel-loosening shield wall, but as a lookout, horse-handler, and water-carrier. Always far from the action, farther still from the glory we apprentices hungered for.

But in the year you Christians call 526 AD, when I had just turned sixteen, wave after wave of the bastards came to Dunn Harrow. By midsummer we were hard-pressed to man the walls. Reluctantly, Lord Hector allowed us older apprentices to take up arms with the men — and I was so excited I could hardly breathe.

“At last!” I said to thirteen-year-old Gruoch as she helped me buckle on my ancient leather breastplate. “Now I get a chance to show Lord Hector I’m a grown weaponsman -—old enough to fight alongside the others, and old enough to marry!”

That last bit surprised us both. Though she was now a beautiful young maiden of thirteen, and we had already been secretly hand-fasted for almost a year, we had never spoken openly of marriage.

Most young maids would have blushed and turned away, but not Gruoch. She fixed me with her startling blue eyes and handed me my spear.

“I’d fight alongside you if they’d let me,” she said, “but Mrs. Fitch has me in the kitchen baking flatbread with the other girls.”

“The kitchen is where you belong,” I foolishly replied. “I’ll do the fighting for both of us.”

Her response was to slam the haft of my spear down on my instep. Luckily there was no iron spike, and I wore Cai’s old boots — but the blow made my eyes water.

“What did you do that for?” I demanded, hiding the pain.

“Because my place is with you, Bear, not slaving away in the bloody kitchen!”

“Soon enough you will be, my heart,” I said. “After we drive these bastard Picts away, I’ll ask Lord Hector formally for your hand.”

“Well, you’d best be quick about it then,” she shot back, “for Bronwydd has already beat you to it.”

“Bronwydd?” I repeated, shocked. “Lord Hector’s eldest son?”

“Do you know any other by that name in the dunn?” she fired back. “He’s been pestering me for some time. When I told him you and I were already hand-fasted, he grew angry and said he’d never allow it.”

“It’s not up to him,” I growled. “Lord Hector rules Dunn Harrow!”

“But Bronwydd is Hector’s eldest son and will take his place when his father passes,” she calmly countered. “Perhaps even before, because the old lord is clearly slowing down. His wounds trouble him more now, especially in winter.”

“He still has a handful of good years left,” I replied, though inwardly I knew she was right. Hector was slowing, and already Bronwydd was handling more and more of the day-to-day work of Dunn Harrow.

She drew a deep breath and sighed. “Bear, there is something else as well. King Longdagrass of Powys has a son who needs a wife. Apparently he saw me last year at the Yule feast and has become... interested.”

“Powys? Then let him look for a wife in Powys and not here in Gwynedd!” I snapped, my voice as sharp as my spear point.

“Letters have already been sent from Powys to our King Owenmar here in Gwynedd,” she said quietly, though I could hear the anger in her voice. “Lord Hector is a vassal of King Owenmar, sworn to do his bidding — and arrangements are already being made.”

That struck me to the soul. “But you’re mine, Gruoch! You have to be! We are handfasted to be wed!”

Another mirthless smile from she who wrenched my heart. “What is a silly promise between children compared to the intricate plans and schemes of great men?” Her bitterness cut me like a knife.

[image: ]

“I’m not a child!” I growled. “And neither are you! And there was nothing silly about it!”

She reached out and touched my beardless cheek. “Not in our hearts perhaps — but the young only have their dreams, while kings have wealth and power.”

Feeling helpless, I lashed out in anger. “I’ll talk to Lord Hector right now! He’ll see that we belong together!”

This time her smile was genuine, but sad. “Even if he wants to grant your wish, Bear, he has sworn to do as King Owenmar commands. Even a clan chief must obey his king.”

I remember clearly taking a deep breath and proclaiming pompously: “Nonetheless, I will talk to Lord Hector!”

Gruoch’s tender smile warmed my aching heart, and she kissed me chastely on the cheek. But her dancing blue eyes remained sad, as though resigned to her fate. “We all have our dreams, Artrose, but only great lords and kings have the money and power to make them come true. The rest of us must rely on fate, chance, or the will of the gods.”

Suddenly the alarm horn sounded, snapping us back to the present. Gruoch stepped closer and handed me my helmet -—another of my older foster brother’s cast-offs. “Go. You’re needed on the wall. We’ll speak more of this later.”

I remember very clearly the first man I ever killed. They say most men always do; you remember the surprised look in his eyes just before he passes, every time you close your own. You may forget the twelfth or the twenty-fifth, but you never forget the first.
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Mine was as big and ugly as a troll—-massive across the chest and shoulders, brandishing a two-headed axe as though it were a bramblethorn walking stick. Thick rings covered his arms, several more pierced his ears, and a gold one hung from his nose. His face was painted white lime, charcoal smeared around the eyes, with white lines running from lip to chin. His hair was long, wild, and hung with the fingerbones of his victims. But it was his eyes I remember most -—blazing like the Fires of Bal.

I was up on the wall over the front gate, ardently confessing my feelings about Gruoch to Lord Hector — telling him how I had loved her from the start, how she loved me, how we were secretly handfasted, and how I could not live without her.

Very little of which he seemed to hear, and none of which interested him. His attention was fixed on the hundred or more wild-eyed Picts rushing toward us with scaling ladders.

“Not now, Artrose!” Lord Hector growled. “I have more pressing matters than your boyish infatuation with Gruoch!”

“But I love her!” I moaned. “And she loves me! We have pledged our troth to the Sky-Father! You can’t just sell her off like some prized heifer! I won’t allow it!”

As my foolish threat sank in, my foster father of well over a dozen years turned to me and smiled sadly. “Artrose, I am old, but I am not blind. The whole dunn knows about you and Gruoch. But sadly, our king has other plans for her.”

As his words cut into my heart, the huge, black and white striped face of a Pict rose over the palisade. His brawny arm swung a large axe at my stepfather and clan chief — and I reacted instinctively. Years of training took over. I stepped forward and thrust my spear at his exposed throat.

The blade punched under his chin, his war-cry turning instantly to a choking gurgle as it burst through the back of his neck. His eyes bulged, blood spilling from his mouth. Then he sagged backward, gravity pulling him off my spear and the ladder. In a heartbeat he was gone. The only proof he had ever been there was the spatter of blood glistening in the sunlight — and the frowning, surprised look on Lord Hector’s face.

“You just saved my life,” he said, outwardly calm, though his eyes were wide.

“Perhaps,” I replied. “He might have missed, or you might have ducked.”

“Ducked?!” he barked. “Did you see the size of that bugger? And his axe?! He’d have taken my head clean off! I’d be dead now, Bear, except for your quick spear!”

Mindless of the fighting raging around us, he stepped forward and placed his hand on my shoulder. “You did a man’s work just now, lad, and I’m in your debt. We will speak of this again — but for now we have these bloody Picts to deal with!”

He drew his sword and turned to the screaming, tattooed warriors scaling our walls. My heart still pounding, I followed my lord and foster-father into battle.

***
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Bronwydd -—called ‘Bron the Cruel’ by many, though seldom to his face -—was Lord Hector’s firstborn son and heir. He paused from killing Picts at the side wall to watch his father rush to aid the men above the gate. With a cold smirk, he noted that I, the hated low-born foundling bastard, was with him.

Bronwydd had disliked me from the moment the old, half-mad druid Myrddin Emyres first brought me, a bawling brat wrapped in rich but soiled swaddling clothes, to Dunn Harrow. The fact that the unwanted babe was the bastard son of the aging High King, Uther Pen-Draig, was a closely guarded secret known only to Myrddin and Lord Hector.

Apparently, an ailing Uther had sent me away to Gwynedd to protect me from the warlords grasping for the high kingship. After Uther’s death, all knowledge of my existence was lost — save for Myrddin and my foster father, Lord Hector, clan-chief of Dunn Harrow.

During those dozen war-torn years of invasions and civil strife, I remained blissfully ignorant of my true identity, growing to manhood thinking of myself only as Lord Hector’s ward. A widower for over a decade, Hector had no desire to find a new wife, preferring his hawks and hounds — and the coarse company of his household warriors. That lack of a feminine touch made Dunn Harrow more a rough hill-fort than a softer, warmer household.

Caileath, Hector’s youngest son, was only two years older than me and four years older than his cousin Gruoch of the Golden Hair. Bronwydd, however, Lord Hector’s eldest son and heir, was well into his late twenties and rapidly approaching middle age.

Far from a moderate, introspective man like his brother Cai, Bronwydd reacted to events rather than wasting time pondering them. That lack of thought, concern, or remorse for his actions -—combined with his self-serving, cold-hearted, and vindictive nature -—made most people wary of him or outright repulsed. Only the rougher, more callous kind willingly followed the clan chief’s firstborn son.

“Birds of a feather” was what most thought of Bronwydd and his rowdy pack of two-legged wolves. Yet it deeply troubled Lord Hector to see his eldest son act so callous and uncaring toward the people he would one day rule.

“Taking a short break from all the killing, m’lord? Feeling a bit winded, are we?” asked Tarrick, the tall, long-haired, raw-boned leader of those rough men who followed Bronwydd. Tarrick was a cold-blooded, sarcastic mercenary who enjoyed killing — traits he shared with his sworn lord, Bron the Cruel. Both men grinned wolfishly, savoring the sounds and smells of slaughter.

“Just watching my virtuous father and his faithful lap-dog sally forth against the bloody Picts,” Bronwydd growled. “If I’m lucky, one of them will be killed -—and if I’m very lucky, both of them will!”

“Ahh, then the keys to your little kingdom would drop nicely into your lap, eh m’lord?” Tarrick grinned wickedly. “But I fear there’s little chance of that happening today. Your old man’s still a fair hand with a sword, and that foundling bastard you dislike so much is quick with his spear. See there! They just took out those three lime-washed whoresons that climbed over the gate — one by your father and two by the young bastard!”

“I saw them,” Bronwydd hissed, anger and jealousy welling up inside him. Yet in a seldom-visited corner of his cold heart he wished his father would look at him the way he did Cai or that bloody foundling. But all Bronwydd ever got was frowns and a sad shake of the old man’s head.

“You and I could have done the same!” Bronwydd barked. “Even better! Two for you and three for me.”

Tarrick’s sarcastic snort spoke volumes. “Aye, maybe — though the numbers would probably be reversed.”

“Shag off, Tarrick. I’m twice the man you’ll ever be.”

Another sarcastic snort. “Whatever you say, m’lord.”

Just then another group of howling Picts rushed their section of wall, and the two casual killers eagerly returned to their life’s work.

[image: ]

***
[image: ]


With the setting sun, the Picts suddenly withdrew from the battered, scorched but still-standing log walls of Dunn Harrow. They dragged their wounded with them but left their dead for us and the crows. Much like the walls, I too was battered and bruised but still standing, as was Lord Hector and most of the sworn clansmen who fought with us.

In most armed conflicts, the butcher’s bill is far higher for attackers than defenders — especially if defenders are behind stout walls. The exception is when horses are involved. Mounted attackers on trained warhorses can crush defenders caught outside their walls. But a warhorse is even more costly than a fine iron sword or ringmail shirt — and unlike sword or shirt, a horse must be fed, watered, and cared for daily. Few warriors had the coin or interest for such an expensive creature.

In our mountainous region, horses were either huge, slow beasts used for wagons and ploughs, or small shaggy palfreys for noble lords and ladies. The common archer and spearman fought on foot, as his forefathers had, and counted himself lucky to have a boiled leather jack for his back and his grandfather’s dented helm for his head.

By the time Lord Hector and I left the wall it was fully dark. I went to look for Gruoch and found her scrubbing pans in the cavernous kitchen with the other scullery maids. When she saw me, she ran and leapt into my bloody arms, her hands wet and raw from lye soap.

“You’re alive! I knew you would be!” she grinned, her flushed face angelic in the flickering firelight. “How many bastard Picts did you kill? Ten? Twenty?”

“A few,” I grinned back, always amazed at how bloodthirsty she could be. “I fought beside Lord Hector. He’s still a marvel, despite his age.”

“I want to hear all the gory details! Oh, I wish I had been born a man! I should have been there with you!”

“I’m glad you weren’t,” I replied. “I was too busy looking after myself to watch over you as well.”

She punched me hard on the shoulder. “I can look after myself, thank you very much!”

I smiled and rubbed my shoulder. “I took one big bugger in the throat just before he hacked Lord Hector’s head off with an axe.”

Her blue eyes went wide. “You saved his life?! Did he see you do it?!”

“Yes.”

“Well, what did he say?!”

“That he won’t forget what I did and that he owes me a debt. He wants to talk to me tomorrow.”

“What do you think that means?” she asked. “Maybe he’ll make you one of his officers, like he did Cai!”

I reached out and touched her golden hair. “Maybe. I’ll find out tomorrow. Right now I’m just tired and hungry.”

“And bleeding!” she said, suddenly noticing my blood-soaked sleeve.

“It’s nothing much,” I said proudly. “Might need a stitch or two.”

“Come with me to the fire so I can see better. I’ll put goose grease on it to stop the bleeding, then get a needle and thread.”

“A cup of wine would be nice as well.”

She frowned. “I’ll get a jug. You might need it.”

“Why?” I asked.

“Because I can’t sew worth shit!”

***
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Ard Rawg Vorlax-Koon, war-chief of the Hound Clan, stood on a hill overlooking the sprawling hill-fort of the hated Bretons. His scarred, tattooed face twisted into a rictus of rage and pain. He had just been told that his younger brother was killed during the attack on the fort — and Vorlax-Koon was not taking the news well.

“You yourself saw Braccus fall, Rainish?!” Vorlax-Koon demanded of the tattooed, lime-washed warrior.

“I did, Ard Rawg,” said the battered and bleeding messenger. “I was just below him on the ladder. When Braccus fell, he knocked me off as well.”

“But you saw who killed him?”

“I did, my Rawg,” Rainish replied. “An old man and a boy — but it was the boy’s spear that killed Braccus. Took him cleanly in the throat.”

“My brother had a weapon in his hand when he died?”

Rainish nodded vigorously. “That great axe of his, lord. I brought it back for you.” The nervous warrior placed a long, narrow bundle wrapped in wolfskin at Vorlax-Koon’s feet and stepped back.

Vorlax-Koon bent, unwrapped the offering, and picked up his brother’s preferred weapon. Hefting the long-handled axe in his massive hands, Vorlax-Koon suddenly swung it through a figure eight. The edge of the bearded iron blade passed just over Rainish’s head, causing him to flinch. Then the heavy axehead hooked behind Rainish’s neck, and Vorlax-Koon yanked the wide-eyed warrior roughly toward him.

“Braccus was in front of you going up the siege ladder, you say? Why were you not in front? Your job was to protect my brother with your life, not watch him foolishly throw his own away!”
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Sweating, Rainish looked up at the Ard Rawg with a mixture of fear and defiance. The Picts were a fiercely independent race, debating with their leaders in tribal meetings and loudly disagreeing if they wished. It was true Vorlax had charged Rainish with guarding his hot-headed younger brother’s back, and the warrior had done his best. Time and again Rainish had placed himself in harm’s way to protect Braccus. He had tried to climb the ladder first, but the huge youth had simply plucked him off the rungs and dropped him on the grass.

“Rainish, my friend,” Braccus had rumbled, thumping his massive chest, “I am the brother of Ard Rawg Vorlax-Koon, not you! So I should have the honor of being the first of the Hound Clan to climb the wall!”

And so Braccus had been the first up the siege ladder. Rainish, following close behind, saw Lord Hector and Artrose waiting. He saw Braccus grin and swing his great axe at the old man — and he saw too that the blow never struck. The youth’s quick spear thrust had taken Braccus in the exposed throat.

“It was the young lad that killed my brother, not the old man?” Vorlax-Koon pressed.

Rainish nodded.

“Was the old man a commoner, or dressed like a warrior?”

“He was dressed like a chieftain, lord,” Rainish replied. “He wore a chainmail shirt, an iron breastplate, and carried a fine sword. There was gold on his helm and around his throat, and a wolfhide cloak on his shoulders.”

“But it was the boy that killed Braccus, not the chieftain?”

“Yes, my Rawg. His thrust was quick and sure — not the work of a farmer.”

“The chieftain’s son?” Vorlax-Koon asked.

Rainish shrugged. “Probably.”

Vorlax drew a deep breath and lifted his dead brother’s axe high in the air. “Hear this, Rainish, and bear witness when asked: I, Ard Rawg,Vorlax-Koon. war-chief of the Hound Clan, swear by the gods of earth, sky, and fire that I will one day avenge my brother’s untimely death!”

Rainish nodded. “And I will be there with you, my Rawg, for Braccus was my friend as well as my lord. But we have lost many warriors in this fight. The accursed Bretons’ thick walls and sharp spears killed most of our young men. It will be years before we are strong enough to attack again — if ever.”

Vorlax frowned. “I care not how long it takes or how much yellow gold I must spend! I will pay warriors from other clans to join us if needs be, but I will have the life of the one who slew him — and the lives of all he holds dear! This I swear to do — or die in the trying!”

Rainish nodded again, silently thanking the gods that Vorlax-Koon had not killed him for his failure — and also that he had not been the first one up that damned ladder.

***
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Chapter 2: “A Life-Debt Owed”
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Early Spring, 526 AD

The next morning Lord Hector called me to his private room off Dunn Harrow’s great hall. Smoke from the central fire hung like a cloud in the time-blackened rafters. The late spring mornings were still cold until the sun cleared the mountains to the east. Lord Hector sat at a cluttered table, scratching out a letter on rough parchment. His hands were ink-stained, and he was frowning.

“Come in, Bear, and take a seat by the fire. Warm yourself while I finish this damn letter!”

I did so silently, not wanting to worsen his foul mood. Looking around the room, I saw symbols of the man’s life hung on the walls: weapons and shields, pennants and flags, racks of antlers, all haphazardly arranged around the centerpiece of the back wall — a huge boar’s head mounted directly behind his desk. Though an accomplished warrior, Lord Hector’s greatest passion was hunting with his hounds. Two of his long-legged beasts sniffed me as I entered, then returned to their place by the fire to watch their master.

Having been a widower now for over a decade, Dunn Harrow had slowly turned from a neat and tidy fortress-home into a somewhat run-down, cluttered hunting lodge.

“There!” he exclaimed, scrawling his name with a flourish and tossing down his quill. “I’ll send this off to King Longdagrass this morning. We should have his answer in a week or two.”

“His answer, lord?” I repeated. My heart was already racing, hoping the letter was about Gruoch and me being hand-fasted.

“You’d best pray to the gods that it is a ‘yes,’ lad, for all our sakes — for it will put us in a hard place indeed if Longdagrass insists the lass must wed the son of King Owenmar of Powys!”

His words struck me like a hammer blow. “I’d not want to set you against the king, my lord,” I managed. “But if his answer is that Gruoch must wed another, then she and I can run off together — at least until the king’s son finds a woman from Powys to marry!”

“And just where would you run off to, Bear?” the man I thought of as my father asked. “Some goat-herder’s shack in the mountains? Some small fishing village on the coast? Or perhaps you could sail across the Middle Sea to Erie?” He shook his head. “Our enemies there would make short work of you, and Gruoch would go to the man who kills you! No, you will stay here and await the king’s answer. If he agrees to aid you, it will be because he and I are old comrades-in-arms. In our youth Longdagrass and I fought the Romans, the Irish, and the bloody Picts side by side. We saved each other’s lives more than once — but that was long ago, and things often change.”

“Again, lord, I do not want to cause you any trouble.”

Lord Hector barked a laugh. “It’s too late for that, Bear. Yesterday you saved my life — probably more than once! I now formally owe you a life-debt, and I am honor-bound to pay it!” He paused, then continued. “Meanwhile, I’ve a special favor to ask you, if you are willing?”

My heart still pounding, I heard myself say: “Anything, lord!”

Hector’s lined face creased into a warm smile. “I’ve a certain yellow-haired ward of mine who will soon be old enough to be married. Not right away, mind you, but in a year or two when you are both older. She’s a comely lass, but is known to have a sharp tongue and a foul temper. Perhaps you’d be kind enough to take her off my hands?”

The name I was shouting in my mind came out of my lips like a whispered prayer. “Gruoch?”

Lord Hector’s eyes danced merrily. “The very one, lad!”

“But what about the agreement between King Longdagrass and King Owenmar of Powys?” I asked. “And I’ve heard your eldest son has asked for her hand as well!”

Lord Hector drew a deep breath and smiled. “You let me worry about Owenmar and Longdagrass. Though they are kings, they are also warriors and understand full well the debt owed to one who saves a life. As for my son Bronwydd, I fear he burns for the girl as well, but it’s abundantly clear even to my old eyes that it’s you she has set her cap for! My own marriage was arranged, and though my Lilith was a good woman, I’d not see the lass married to a man she does not love. But for now say nothing to Bron about your betrothal to Gruoch. He’ll take it hard, and as you well know, he has a wicked temper and holds a grudge.” He placed his gloved hand on my shoulder. “So knowing all that, do you still want to wed the lass?”

Grinning from ear to ear, I nodded, hardly able to believe my luck.

“Good! Then in a year or so you’ll take this troublesome spitfire off my hands, and my debt of honor to you will be paid. But mind you keep this between yourself and Gruoch for now. I’ll deal with Bronwydd when the time comes.”

I thanked him again for his kindness. He smiled and told me to go find my bride-to-be and tell her the good news. I ran to do his bidding — all the while a voice in my mind kept shouting: Gruoch, my heart! Soon you’ll be mine!

Little did I know then what strange fates awaited us both.

“He actually said that?!” Gruoch asked for the second time. “That in a year or two we can be wed?!”

Grinning like a fool, I nodded.

“But what about the king of Powys’s son? And Bronwydd?” she pressed.

“Lord Hector said he’d handle both of them,” I beamed. “Apparently Lord Hector, Longdagrass, and Owenmar campaigned together in their warrior days, and both men would understand that Lord Hector owes me a debt of honor for saving his life.”

Gruoch’s pretty face suddenly frowned. “I can see Lord Hector saying ‘no’ to Bronwydd, but kings are another thing altogether. Kings are used to getting their way, and he will have two of them to deal with! Also Powys is much bigger and richer than us here in Gwynedd. Their army is larger and their king more powerful. And since Gwynedd and Powys are allies, our King Longdagrass might not want to refuse King Owenmar if he insists that I wed his son.”

Now it was my turn to frown as her words struck home. Always the logical one, Gruoch sighed and touched my cheek. “It will be much easier for Longdagrass to say ‘no’ to one of his own clan leaders than to a powerful king and neighbor like Owenmar.”

Gruoch’s calm, rational words poured over me like a bucket of icy water, washing away my earlier joy and leaving me cold and shaking. “No — Lord Hector promised! He wouldn’t go back on his word!”

“Oh, I’m sure he won’t want to,” she replied flatly. “He’ll send his letter, perhaps even go see King Longdagrass himself. But if powerful Powys insists, then I fear much smaller Gwynedd will be forced to agree.”

Another bucket of icewater hit my soul — this time a barrel full. “No! It can’t be. I won’t let it!”
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“And just how will you stop it, Artrose?” she asked quietly. “Will you refuse an order from the man you are sworn to obey? Or should we run away and hide like thieves in the night? You’d be named an oath-breaker and outlaw, and every man’s hand would be turned against us. Or will you fight for me? Challenge two kings and your own clan chief and his heir to duels of honor?”

Her soft hand was once again on my flushed cheek. “They’d laugh and see you only as a love-sick, beardless boy — the kings would anyway. I fear Lord Hector’s heart would be broken, for he loves you as a son.”

“I’m his ward, not his flesh and blood!” I growled, lashing out blindly as her words tore at my heart.

“You might not be of his blood, Bear, but he does love you. I’ve seen it in his eyes and in the way he treats both of us. I’m the daughter he never had, and you are the son he wished he’d sired. He loves us both as much as he does Cai.”

“Does he?” I said petulantly, still raging inside against her indisputable logic. “And what about his firstborn, Bron the Cruel? Does he love that selfish dog-shit as well?!”

Gruoch, always far wiser than me, nodded slowly. “Yes, Bear, he does — or at least he tries to. But it tears at his heart.”

Utterly defeated, I sat down and let the cold reality of her words wash over me. She sat close and held me like a babe in her arms — and all I wanted was to stay there forever.

Later that day my adopted brother Caileath grinned and beckoned me as I entered Dunn Harrow’s great hall. What made it “great” was that it was over twice as large as any of the other half-dozen log houses inside the oval palisade. Yet it was just as dark and dirty as the rest. Even on a sunny summer’s day the hall was shadow-filled and chilly, the distant rafters home to starlings, crows, and owls.

“Come, little brother, come!” Cai shouted as I pushed through the noisy crowd of half-drunk warriors. “We are celebrating yesterday’s victory over the Picts! And you are especially welcome!”

“Me?” I asked, accepting the horn of ale he thrust into my hand.

“Why you? Because you saved our father, that’s why! The whole dunn has heard about it!”

“But how?” I asked. “I told no one but Gruoch. Have you seen her?”

“Gruoch? No, brother, I haven’t seen the golden-haired lass. But everyone knows because our father has been telling the tale to all who’ll listen. He’s been bragging about your great feat of bravery ever since the Picts withdrew!”

By now over a dozen warriors, many bandaged or bruised from the fighting, had crowded around me, grunting approval and thumping me from all sides. I was young and green then, and their shouted praises rang in my ears like a blessing of the gods.

“Well done, Artrose!” “Nicely struck, lad!” “A man’s work, Bear!”

But the words that made my heart swell with pride came from Hewel, my old weapons master: “Welcome to the Brotherhood, Artrose!”

Then someone started a drunken chant of my name, and the rest quickly raised their ale horns and joined in. “Arrr-trose! Arrr-trose! Artrose the Bear!”

My name in the old tongue means “bear,” and both Cai and Gruoch had called me that for years. Now the others began as well. They kept up the chant until the great hall rang with my name and the starlings, crows, and other feathered fowl fled their shadow-filled rafters.

Cai, two years older than me, his kind face flushed with ale and pride, handed me a second horn though my first was still untouched. “Drink up, Bear, for this is your night, brother! With that one thrust of your spear you’ve passed into manhood. No longer will you carry water or mind the horses. From now on you ride with me and fight by my side!”

He thumped me again, spilling ale over both of us. “Ha! Look at that,” he shouted, words slurred by the strong brew. “Baptized in blood, and now in drink! All you need now is a willing maiden — and I’ve little doubt which one you’ll choose!” He hugged me suddenly and shouted in my ear. “I’m proud of you, little brother, and so is our father! The old fellow can’t stop bragging! The way he tells it, he would have been split from helm to belt buckle by that lime-washed ogre if not for you!”

“I but did my duty, Cai. Any man here would have done the same.”

He looked at me aslant, his face suddenly serious. “Most would have tried, brother, but not all would have succeeded. Some too slow, some missing the mark, some frozen by fear.” His voice dropped lower, and I had to strain to hear over the carousing crowd. “A few might even have been glad to see our father struck down.”

I frowned, thinking I’d misheard. “What? Glad to see Lord Hector fall? Who?! Name the dog!”

He glanced quickly around, then pressed closer. “Not here,” he whispered. “Follow me outside.”

We forced our way through the boisterous crowd and slipped out the back door into the night. The moon was rising, the stars gleamed brightly. It was early spring, the air cool and crisp. Inside the great hall the revelry continued, but outside there was only cold silence and sinister shadows.

“Alright, Cai, we’re alone. Now, what did you mean about our father? Is he in some kind of danger?”

“I fear that he might be. I pray to the gods that I am wrong, but I’ve heard rumors.”

“Rumors?” I repeated. “What kind of rumors? Women’s gossip from around the well? Drunken talk from the mead hall? What, and from who?!”

“From men I trust with my life,” Cai countered. “From men I’ve fought and bled with.”

“And what exactly are they saying, these trusted men?” Anger crept into my voice, for I didn’t want to believe that any man from Dunn Harrow would plot ill against Lord Hector. But I was still young, foolish, and terribly naïve. I saw things as right and wrong, the world as black and white — not as casually cruel, nor in the countless shades of gray that it truly is.

He named three veteran warriors I had known and trusted all my life, and a fourth who was like a second father to me: Hewel the Weaponsmaster.

“Hewel has long suspected that some malcontents were unhappy with Lord Hector’s rule,” Cai said. “But now he tells me the rumors have taken a darker turn. They say our father is too old, too timid, too bloody soft — that he should step down for a younger, firmer man.”

“Who says these things?” I demanded again.

“Mostly younger hot-heads eager for fame — but there are others as well.”

“What others?” I asked quietly, though my heart pounded like a running horse.

Cai made a face, drew a breath, and said: “Our eldest brother, Bronwydd, and those who follow him.”

“Bronwydd plots against his own father?!” I gasped.

Cai shook his head and sighed. “Bron is not like you and me, Bear. We fight when we must — to defend our clan, to protect our friends and family. He fights because he enjoys it. Killing for him is not something he is forced to do, but something he hungers for. I fear with my elder brother as clan chief, killings and bloodshed will be a daily occurrence.”

“Does Lord Hector know any of this?” I asked.

“He sees Bronwydd’s nature the same as the rest of us,” Cai said. “But like most parents, he holds onto the hope that he will grow out of it — that the responsibility of leadership will somehow change him for the better.”

“But does he know his son is actively seeking to replace him?”

Cai shrugged and looked off into the night. “Old Hewel and our father are boyhood friends,” he finally added. “They have fought side by side all their lives, so I’m certain the two of them have discussed the matter.”

“Well let’s bloody well find out!” I growled, turning back toward the great hall.

“Wait, Bear. This is not the time to confront our father with something he does not want to see. We drove off the bloody Picts; you killed your first enemy and saved our father’s life. Everyone is celebrating, and by now more than a little drunk. So wait, brother; wait for a better time.”

“There may not be a better time,” I countered. “We both know how cold and cruel Bronwydd can be. Once he gets something in his mind, he is like an angry dog with a bone!”

Cai sighed again and took my arm. “Alright, but not tonight. There is a boar hunt tomorrow. Talk to him then if you feel you must — but I warn you, he will not thank you for it.”

“I’d rather risk his anger, brother, than see him dead! But I’ll heed your words and wait till tomorrow.”

“Very wise, brother!” Cai said, smiling. “Now, let’s go back inside and enjoy the celebration.”

But I was in no mood for drinking and singing. Soon I went off to my room, where I lay awake, going over and over Cai’s ominous words about plots and rumors of Bronwydd’s growing ambition to be clan leader.

***
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Chapter 3: “The Boar Hunt”


[image: ]


[image: ]

Early Spring, 526 AD

I awoke early the next morning to Cai and several others pounding on my door and loudly calling my name. I had slept poorly, plots and counter-plots playing over and over in my dreams all night long — but at least I had slept, which was more than Cai and his still half-drunk friends could claim.

“Come on, Bear! Rouse yourself!” he shouted. I opened the door and he and his grinning troop poured into my small room like a spilled chamber pot. “It’s nearly dawn,” he yelled in my ear. “And the beastly boar awaits!”

“Boar? What boar?” I asked, not yet fully awake.

“I told you last night, brother — didn’t I?” a red-eyed Cai asked. “Anyway, for over a week now a great boar, his sow, and their litter of piglets have been tearing up the local farmers’ gardens. But a few days ago the old boar attacked and killed a man, so now we must hunt the bugger down before he does it again. So come along, brother! Father’s already outside with his hounds!”

“Never mind the dogs. What about the bloody Picts?” I asked as I quickly dressed. “They may still be out there, lurking in the woods, just waiting for a bunch of noisy, half-drunk fools to come along.”

“The Picts are long gone, Artrose!” Cai half-shouted. “Father sent mounted archers and spearmen out after the battle to chase them on their way. The ones not killed or captured fled back to their boats and sailed northwards.”

“But they could still come back,” I insisted.

“Oh, of course they’ll bloody well come back — but not today!” Cai grinned, his face flushed from drink and lack of sleep. “We killed enough of the lime-washed bastards that they won’t try again until they recruit more tattooed men, beardless boys, and snaggle-toothed old crones to replace the ones they lost! They may come again in the fall, but more likely next spring. So, brother mine! Grab that famous spear of yours and let’s away!”
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Hunting boar is a dangerous sport. It is also a foolish one. The smart, fast, nasty animal’s razor-like tusks can easily rip a man or a dog apart with a twist of its massive head. But perhaps that is why mankind has always hunted it. Certainly not just for the meat, for domesticated pigs taste better, are easier to come by, and far less perilous to kill.

But mankind has always been vain and foolish — eager to test the gods and flirt with Death.

So it was that, a day after we had fought a bloody battle with the savage Picts, I found myself at dawn riding with a score or more half-drunk warriors over foggy fields and into a dew-soaked forest. We sought to kill a creature that could just as easily kill us, led by my aging foster father, galloping madly after a howling, tail-wagging pack of baying hounds.

It was foolish, insane — and absolutely glorious.

We wore little or no armor and were armed with either a bow or a spear, depending on preference. I had never mastered the bow and much preferred a spear, especially against a creature that weighed as much as a small horse and had long, curved ivory blades jutting from its snout.

“Beaters” were used to drive the beasts toward us. Servants, farmers, and boys with their dogs were sent out earlier to push the animal toward the hunters by making a racket with horns, shouting, and banging pots and pans. Unfair on the poor beasts, I know, but such is the way of man.
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The kennel master and his apprentices did their best to control the leashed hounds, but once the dogs found the boar’s scent and began baying and straining at their tethers, they were released — and the hunt was truly on. Riding a horse through a forest, especially a dense one, is dangerous enough. Add to that large, fierce, frightened animals with sharp tusks, and it crosses the line into stupidity. But we men of Gwynedd were a warrior culture, and as we often proudly bragged, Clan Harrow was the most warrior-like of them all.

I suppose to you people of this so-called modern world that sounds foolish. With your gadgets and gizmos, your electricity, automobiles, and “smart phones,” most of you have no concept of what life in my time was really like. Perhaps when your power goes out for several hours — or perish the thought, days — you get some small taste of it. But then the lights pop back on and all is suddenly back to normal again.

I don’t think many of you would like my “normal” — certainly not for long. I know that I bloody well don’t like yours. But I digress. Back to the hunt!

The score of us who entered the woods were soon scattered like falling leaves in a strong wind. I, wanting to speak to Lord Hector about Bronwydd and his plotting, purposely stayed close to the man I had always thought of as father. Cai was off somewhere with his friends, though with all the baying hounds, shouting horsemen, and beaters banging their pots and pans, it was hard to tell who was where.

When Lord Hector and I came to a particularly thick area of the forest, we dismounted and used our spears as walking sticks to help us navigate the broken land. As we slowly led our animals over fallen logs and around uprooted trees, I had just begun to mention the rumors of a threat when a voice rang out that I instantly recognized — Bronwydd’s.

“Ho there, father! I see that as ever you have your favorite mongrel pup close by your side!”

Turning, I saw Lord Hector’s eldest son, along with the sly-looking Tarrick and two other equally unlikeable followers. Bronwydd and Tarrick both wore helmets, mail shirts, and carried spears, while the two henchmen wore
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