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A Note on Roman Place Names

The land the Romans called Britain was only the land we know today as England. Scotland, Ireland and Wales were separate and known respectively as Caledonia, Hibernia and Cambria. They were not recognised as part of the province of Britain.

The ancient towns of Roman Britain are still there, but they all have English names now. What follows is a guide to phonetic pronunciation of Roman place names, with their modern equivalents.



	Roman Name
	Modern Name



	Anderita [An-der-reeta]
	Pevensey



	Aquae Sulis [Ack-way Soo-liss]
	Bath



	Camulodunum [Ca-moo-loadin-um]
	Colchester



	Donaucothi [Doh-loh-cothee]
	Welsh Gold Mines



	Dubris [Doo-briss]
	Dover



	Durnovaria [Durr-no-varr-eya]
	Dorchester



	Durovemum [Doo-rove-err-num]
	Canterbury



	Eboracum [Eh-borra-cum]
	York



	Glevum [Glev-vum]
	Gloucester



	Isca Dumoniorum
	



	   [Isska Dumb-nonny-orum] 
	Exeter



	Lemanis [Leh-mann-iss] 
	Lympne



	Lindinus [Linn-dinnis]
	Ilchester



	Lindum [Lin-dum]
	Lincoln



	Londinium [Lon-dinny-um]
	London



	Mamucium [Mah-moochy-um]
	Manchester



	Noviomagus [Novvy-oh-maggus]
	Chicester



	Regulbium [Re-goolby-um]
	Reculver



	Rutupiae [Roo-too-pee-ay]
	Richborough



	Sorviodunum [Sorr-vee-yode-inum]
	Old Sarum



	Venta Belgarum [Venta Bell-gah-rum]
	Winchester



	Verulamium [Verr-you-lame-eeyum]
	St Albans
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The Journey to and from Verulamium
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Merlyn’s Pursuit of Uther into Lot’s Country


Prologue

I cannot think of Camulod without thinking of horses. They were everywhere and they dominated my boyhood. The life of the place revolved completely around them – them and the men who rode them – and the earliest sights and smells I can remember are those of the stables. Almost half of the entire hilltop on which the fort was built was given over to stables and exercise yards, and a huge, barren campus, or drilling ground, had been created on the plain at the bottom of the hill. At any hour of the day, you would find up to a dozen separate groups of horsemen there, wheeling and manoeuvring at the walk, the canter or the gallop, and sometimes charging in great, massed formations, so that in the summer months a pall of dust hung over the plain and never settled. Horses, and the noises and the smells of horses, were a constant and unchanging fact of life in Camulod, and every generation of them bred there was bigger than the one that had produced it.

I did not know that at the time, of course, because I was a boy, and to my eyes they grew ever smaller. As a very small child I was dwarfed by the horses of the mounted troopers I admired as gods. As a boy of eight, they still made me feel small until I mounted one of them. But as a youth, approaching man’s stature, I found that they had become reasonably sized.

Throughout my boyhood, Publius Varrus, who was my great-uncle and my guardian in the absence of my father, kept entire crews of smiths working in revolving shifts in six separate smithies, four within the fort itself and two more in our villa on the plain beneath the hill. The fort smithies were completely dedicated to the needs of the cavalry. Two of them made nothing but horseshoes and harness and armour. A third made nothing but nails, thousands upon thousands of them: nails for horseshoes and nails for building barracks and stables and stalls; small nails and studs for boots; and rivets for leather and armour. In later years, this manufactory also produced the bronze and iron wire for the tiny loops that we joined to make the chain link armour our horsemen used. The fourth smithy in the fort produced weapons for the riders: spears, swords and daggers, fitting products for the largest and the noisiest forge of all.

On the plain below, the villa smithies supplied the rest of our Colony, producing all of the farming tools and implements and the thousands of utensils required for their daily working needs by a population of upwards of four thousand people.

In Camulod today, the fort, the smithies and the great, barren drill field below the hill lie empty and unpeopled. The villas that it guarded are no more. They are burned, torn down, despoiled, defaced, their glorious mosaics ruptured and destroyed. The Colonists who lived there are dead for the most part, the few, forlorn survivors scattered on the winds. I alone remain, ancient in years but filled with youthful memories, living hidden in the hills close by the Colony, in solitary sanctuary, railing at the heavens by night, and thanking them by day for leaving me with my hands, and my mind, sufficiently intact to allow me to set down my tale.

I have no sense of faith that men will read the words I write. None live whom I would wish to read this tale, and only few who could. The men who roam this land at will today are brutal, fierce in their savagery and awful in their pagan ignorance. They know no gods but Lust and Gluttony, no love but Satiety, and their women match their baseness. The art of reading and writing is dead in Britain. And yet I write, because I must. Mine is the only voice left, though muted to scratchings on parchment, to tell this tale of what once was and what might – could – have been.

All of the treasures that filled Camulod are shrunk to four, and they are lodged with me here in this small stone hut. One is a window of glass, framed in wood and anchored in lead; glass so clear and fine as to be almost transparent. It was made for my beloved great-aunt, my grandfather’s sister, Luceiia Britannicus Varrus, during my boyhood, and I watched it being installed in what had been a dark, though beloved room, my favourite place in all the household, known to all of us as the Family Room. I never wearied of enjoying the transformation created by the light from that window, and I gladly rescued it years later, intact by some miracle, from the ruins of the house in which I had grown up. Another, second treasure is a mirror of lustrous, polished silver, also owned by my great-aunt. I retain it in memory of her striking beauty, which endured until her death as a very old woman. I have kept it clear and untarnished, but have not dared to look into it these thirty years.

It is anomalous, I suppose, but throughout these years of solitude I have often wondered why it should be that, out of all the people, all the warriors and champions and kings and noble, honourable knights that Camulod nourished and fostered, my most enduring and endearing memories should be of the women who lived there, my great-aunt paramount among them. The answer, of course, is not difficult to discern. My mother was killed within days of my birth, so that I never knew her, and my Aunt Luceiia took her place, rearing me as the only mother I ever knew. That the other women of the Colony should also rank so highly in my memories is, I suppose, a reflection of my nature, or of one aspect of my nature that I kept concealed for most of my life among the men of Camulod. Ours was a male community, as all such places are, and I, male among males, lived a life of military discipline amplified and strictured even more by the fact of my being who I was; the heir presumptive to the governance of the Colony. It was a harsh life, in women’s terms, I think, but from my perspective as a growing boy, with the privileges flowing from birth and rank, it was a wondrous life, filled with drama, excitement and the preparation for all the formless Great Things that lay ahead. My infrequent interactions with women were a highly valued and jealously guarded addition to that life. The only softness, the only beauty that I knew in growing up, came to me, invariably, from the kindnesses and simple courtesies of the women of the Colony, and principally from the carefully selected women of my aunt’s household, who treated me like a young lord, yet with a respect and genuine consideration that I never found elsewhere, and I luxuriated in it. It was that gentleness and the consideration I received from all of them as a boy that spoke to me on some deep, inner level, teaching me how to enjoy living among women and, latterly, how to enjoy showing that enjoyment to the women I would love. Such pleasures create pleasure, and such memories endure.

The third treasure here is the wondrous, shining sword which is my sacred trust. It lies securely hidden in the pit concealed at the rear of my hut.

The fourth and last has value to my eyes and mind alone. It is a tiny mountain of papyrus and fine parchment, covered in the writing of four clear, separate hands, one of them my own.

Now that I am old and toothless, I am driven to continue and complete the chronicle begun by my grandfather Caius Britannicus almost a century ago, and carried on by his friend, my great-uncle Publius Varrus. Even my father, Picus Britannicus, contributed a few of his personal evaluations and followed this family’s tradition of struggling to find words to write down to describe the lives we have led.

I have been a scribbler since childhood, aping Uncle Varrus, who would spend hours each day writing in his parchment books. But I could frighten myself, I think, were I to give way to the awe I feel when I open my chests of parchments and papyrus and look at the sheer bulk of what still remains of all I have collected. For years now, I have been winnowing these writings, burning the major part, the trivia, and setting aside those elements essential to the telling of my tale. The first part is done, and ashes lie mounded in a shrunken, rain-sodden hillock in front of my house, here in my hidden valley in the hills. My sole remaining task is to arrange the remnants in sequence and provide sufficient additional details to bridge the few gaps that yet persist. All I require to achieve that end is time, and time I have – time in abundance. Longevity is my penance; fidelity to my tale, my burden.

This tale is mine, to a great extent, since mine was the living of it. Much of what I have written, however – the parts I did not experience directly – I discovered simply because I am Merlyn and men feared to lie to me, believing me magical. I did not care to disillusion them, since it suited my purpose later in life to be both magical and feared. Those attributes ensured my solitude, and therefore my freedom to do what I must do, and I taught myself well to be uncaring of what men thought of me.

I taught myself well, I say, but it was far from easy. I was not always lonely, nor feared and shunned by men. As a boy, my name was Cay, short for Caius Merlyn Britannicus, and I had a sunny childhood, unmarred by pain or sorrow. As a young man, I enjoyed my status as a leader in our Colony and my life was filled with laughter, with adventures, and with friends. Later still, I learned the joys and the grief of love – and lived beyond them, filling my days with duty as men did at that time, until my forty-second year. Only then did I learn the awful secret that divorced me forever from the lives of other, ordinary men and brought to me the status of Sorcerer and all the allied pains of solitude.

I was born in the year that brought catastrophe to Britain: the first year of the new, fifth century from the birth of the Christ, the year the Christians call anno Domini 401. The world our fathers had known disappeared forever in the course of that fateful year, when the great change began, and yet the awful significance of the change itself was slow in penetrating our world.

It was not that the word spread slowly – the speed of calamitous news is always swift – but this cataclysm was so huge, so overwhelming in its implications, that it defied credence, so that people, hearing the news and passing it along to others, remained themselves unwilling to countenance the truth of it. It was so appalling, so terrifying in its ramifications, that people would not talk of it. They could not digest it. They could not believe it. Yet neither could they long avoid it, for the emptiness of the roads, stretching unmarched for mile after silent mile, bore witness to the truth of it. The brashness of thoughtless children playing noisily in the streets of the deserted camps bore witness to the truth of it. The keening of abandoned women, deserted in thousands throughout the land, bore witness to the truth of it. And the terror of the people of the eastern and south-eastern coasts and of the northern reaches below the great wall Hadrian had built bore witness to the truth of it.

The Eagles had departed, flown away. The Legions had been called home. The Armies were gone, leaving only a skeleton presence to maintain a show of strength while the Empire struggled for its life elsewhere. Within six years, even the few legions left behind had followed that first exodus, and after four hundred years of Pax Romana – Roman peace, protection and prosperity in Britain – the country lay soft and undefended, at the mercy of her enemies.


BOOK ONE

Hatchlings


1

I was six years old by the final year of the great evacuation, awakening to my life in the Colony we called Camulod, which, like Rome itself, had been built on a hill and dedicated to the high ideals that built the great Republic. It was Publius Varrus’s wife, my great-aunt Luceiia, who had thought of naming the Colony Camulod, in honour of Camulodunum, her brother’s – my grandfather’s – birthplace, an ancient place sacred to Lod, war god of the tribe of Celts the Romans had named the Trinovantes. Today men call it simply Colchester, meaning the fort on the hill, but her brother had refused to use that new, brash, graceless name. By modifying the ancient name to fit a new location, Luceiia Britannicus had honoured both her brother and his monument.

One of the first lessons I learned in extreme youth was that things had not always been as they were. Camulod had not always been rich in horses, nor had its economy been purely equestrian. It had been my own father who had changed everything, I learned, the year that I was born.

My father was Picus Britannicus, and his title was Legate, or General. He was Supreme Cavalry Commander and Deputy in Britain for the great Flavius Stilicho, Commander-in-Chief of the Armies of the Emperor Honorius. In the year of my birth, 401 in the year of Our Lord and the eleven hundred and fifty-fifth year of Rome, Alaric, war chief of the barbarian Visigoths, had threatened invasion of the Roman heartland itself. He had penetrated as far as Stilicho’s home city of Milan before Stilicho was able to assemble an army by means of an emergency summons for all uncommitted legions to return to Italia to combat the threat. My father, a close personal friend of Stilicho as well as a trusted colleague and confidant, had answered that summons, embarking immediately with most of his troops and as many horses as he could transport in the time and the vessels available to him. The remaining stock, no less than six hundred and eighty prime animals, he had left in the care of his father, my grandfather, the proconsul Caius Britannicus, who had been named by Stilicho Legatus Emeritus – Supreme Commander – of the Irregular Armies of south-west Britain. The charge implicit in my grandfather’s title was the interim governance of the south-west, and the protection of its territories against invasion, pending the return of the Imperial Legions following the defeat of Alaric and his Visigoths.

By the time word arrived of my father’s departure, however, my grandfather was dead, murdered by a madman, and my great-uncle Publius Varrus had assumed command of our Colony. Uncle Varrus knew what Caius Britannicus would have wanted him to do, and so he used my grandfather’s seal and sent out soldiers to accept the consignment of horseflesh. This immediate quintupling of the Colony’s herds had a revolutionary and permanent effect on the Colony. Victorex, the stablemaster, had to increase his staff of grooms and stablemen tenfold, and farms that had been under the plough had to be given over completely and immediately to the keeping of livestock. But the concerns voiced over the loss of arable land in this exercise were quickly stifled by the realisation that this great influx of mounts gave us the capability to reclaim previously abandoned lands, and even to break new ground, since our corps of mounted troopers quickly became large enough to permit constant patrols in strength, and continuous protection for all the workers employed on these lands.

The biggest impact of all, however, was upon our foot-soldiers. Now that we had the livestock, every man who wanted to ride was able to do so, at least for part of their duty. Very soon infantry patrols of our territories were a thing of the past. Our central core of infantry was reduced from fifteen hundred to eight hundred men, who were distributed as semi-permanent garrison troops to three of our major outlying villa farms, and to the fort of Camulod itself.

As I have said, mine was a happy childhood and I grew in sunshine, shaped into the man I was to be by two stern and loving guardians: my two great-uncles, Ullic, King of the Pendragon, and Publius Varrus, Master of Camulod. My youth was divided equally between the rugged, lovely hills and mountains of the Pendragon strongholds to the north-west, in south Cambria, and the calm beauty of the wooded plains and forests that, seen from the hilltop, spread like a carpet around Camulod.

Ullic’s Celtic hill people taught me to hunt with a sling and to trap with snares. They taught me to shoot with a bow and to fish for trout in the brooks with my bare hands. They taught me to sing and to pluck the harp and to love the history in their glorious songs, so that even before my voice broke from boyhood I was revered as a bard of great promise and had I not been who I was, the Druids would have claimed me as their own. As it was, I spent much time among Druid teachers, learning their sacred mysteries and the lore of their ancient ways, for they respected who I was and dreamed great dreams of fame for me. And while I was among them, they taught me to do all of the other things a boy must do: to run like the wind, mile after mile without respite; to wrestle and fight with my bare hands and feet; and to seek out the nests of the upland birds – the curlew and the plover and the wild ducks and geese – for the succulent eggs they held. They bred in my impatient, questing soul the patience to stalk deer and the strength to ignore the timid, placid gentleness and see only the walking food. They broke me young to the mastery of their wild mountain ponies, so that by the time I was seven there was nothing on four legs that could throw me from its back once I was mounted.

There in that lovely, wild and sometimes savage land, I was always at peace, but Uther, the brother of my soul, was in his element. Uther Pendragon and I were cousins, born, by some strange conjunction of the stars, on the same day, less than an hour apart. From our youngest days we thought as one in many things, and this was something we took for granted. We were alike all our lives, as long as Uther lived, two sides of a medallion – different, perhaps, in appearance, but faces of the same piece.

He was the dearest friend I ever had – warm, loving, generous and kind, and yet possessed of a wild man’s temper and a wellspring of savage, primitive violence that could frighten me when it came into view, for it was utterly implacable. Those who knew him as a friend worshipped the ground he trod. His enemies went in terror of his name, for his strength was lethal and his enmity absolute. He chose to have no living enemies and worked hard to deprive them all of life, for only then, he said, could he trust them and know what they were doing. In his own way Uther Pendragon, King among his Celts, was far more savage than the hordes who sought to overrun this land of ours. It was my fate to love him as a brother and to be in fear of him throughout my adult life until he died.

Violence, as I have said, Uther knew and loved, but treachery was a trait that no man, even his greatest enemy, would think of in connection with his name. No man but I, and I only suspected, nor was I ever able to divine the truth, whether for or against him. Forty years and more have gone since Uther’s death and I still wonder whether or not he did the deeds my mind tells me he did, the deeds my soul curses me for even thinking he could do. I have sworn to myself that, lacking any kind of proof, I have a duty to admit I might be wrong. But still, inside my heart, I know that Uther had a black and fearsome devil strongly chained, deep at the bottom of his soul. And still I ask myself, did he control it at all times, or did it sometimes control him?

Somehow Uther did not belong in Camulod. He bore it stoically, but his heart was always back in the hills of his home, where he had been born the son of Uric the King and his wife Veronica, daughter of Publius Varrus, and thus the grandson of King Ullic Pendragon. Unlike me, he was a poor student, with no interest in books of any kind. He never became literate and was content to leave the esoterica of texts and records to me. The only excitement he ever found in Camulod was in the fort itself and in our cavalry. Uther was a born warrior and every spare minute he had was spent on the drill field or in the stables.

My happiest hours in Camulod, on the other hand, were spent in Publius Varrus’s private rooms. The room he called his Armoury was a boy’s paradise filled with weapons and armour of every description, gathered from all over the Empire and beyond. Uther enjoyed that room too, at one time, but he soon grew bored with it when he found we were not allowed to handle any of its treasures. For my part, I could sit there and gaze at those exotic shapes and dream for hours on end. I even had a special chair there that only I could sit in. It was a saddle of some kind, although a strange, ungainly one with a high, wooden back and dangling appendages, made to fit a boy and found on a horse belonging to a party of defeated Frankish raiders. Its young rider had worn rich clothing and a chieftain’s golden torc. Our people reasoned that he must have been a cripple, the strange device fashioned to support his malformed body astride the horse. My uncle had kept the thing as a memento, an oddity of the kind that had attracted him throughout his lifetime, and it had sat unremarked in the Armoury for years until I grew tall enough to pull myself up and bestride it.

The Armoury had great, wooden doors covered with beaten, hand-worked bronze crafted by Uncle Varrus himself. I had watched them being hung in place when I was just an infant, as I had watched the laying of the solid, wooden floor. That was the only wooden floor I ever really noticed, and my uncle loved it. He said it kept the room warm. I thought he must be mad when he said that, for even I could see that the room was kept warm by a massive brazier housed in an open fireplace, and by the central heating hypocausts that warmed the entire household. I remember asking him one night how the smoke going up the chimney stopped the rain from coming down and I remember how he laughed at me and showed me the trick his stonemasons had used in building the great fireplace. They had built the flue at an angle, opening into an upright vent so that no rain could enter.

It was on another such occasion that I asked him which weapon in the room was his most valued treasure. He looked at me in silence for what seemed the longest time that anyone had ever looked at me and then he stood up and towered above me.

‘Cay,’ he asked me, ‘do you know what a secret is?’

‘Yes, Uncle,’ I answered him. ‘A special thing that you must never tell to anyone else, no matter how hard it is, or how much you want to tell it.’

He smiled at me then. ‘That’s exactly what a secret is, Cay. Exactly. Because the moment you give in and tell the secret to another living soul, no matter who it is, you have destroyed the secret. It is a secret no longer.’

‘I know, Uncle.’

‘I know you know, Cay. That’s why I am going to share a secret with you. A secret between us only. Are you ready?’

I nodded, my breath suspended in anticipation. He looked at me, narrowing his eyes, and then went on. ‘I have one secret, Cay, that I share only with my partner Equus. Now I shall have another that I share only with you, and it is this: my most valued treasure in this room is one that cannot be seen. It is hidden from men’s eyes.’

My eyes darted all around the room, peering into every dark corner. ‘Where, Uncle?’

‘That is the second secret, the one I share with Equus, but I will share it with you, too, some day. Some day soon, I promise. That will make you the third person in the whole world who knows that secret. But before that happens, you and I have some things to talk about.’ Some day. Soon. Not today. My disappointment must have been written on my face, because he smiled at me again and tousled my hair. ‘One day soon, I promise. How old are you now, Cay?’

‘Seven, Uncle Varrus,’ I said, knowing he knew.

‘And when did you learn to read?’

‘When I was five.’

‘In truth, you were only four. Do you like to read?’

‘Yes, Uncle.’ Why was he asking these questions? He knew how I loved to read.

‘And what do you like to read most?’

‘Grandfather Caius’s books.’

‘Would you like to read my books?’

I felt my eyes grow wide. What a silly question. I had been asking for months if I could read his books! ‘Yes, Uncle. Please.’

‘Very well, then. I’ll make you another promise, here and now, man to man, between the two of us. You can start reading my books tomorrow. As you do, we’ll talk about them and you can ask me anything you like. I’ll answer all your questions. D’you understand?’ I nodded, not daring to speak. ‘Good. Now, this is very important, so listen carefully. There is one question, one very important question, that I’ll be waiting for you to ask me, and when you are old enough … No! Let me put that in a different way, for this is really important … When you understand enough to ask me that one question, I’ll show you my most valued treasure. Does that sound just?’

I nodded again, almost sick with disappointment. That ‘when you are old enough’ had rung in my ears like a death knell, but I did my best to hide my feelings. A seven-year-old boy’s best. ‘Is there a lot to learn in your books, Uncle?’

He laughed out loud, his big, deep, booming laugh. ‘Aye, Cay, I think there is,’ he said. ‘But I’m sure you’ll learn it all quickly, won’t you?’

‘Yes, Uncle. I will.’

‘Good lad! Now, come and kiss me good night. It’s time you were abed, and tomorrow you start to read my books.’

I slid down and hooked my left foot into the loop in the strange chair, swung my right leg over its high back and stepped down to the floor. Uncle Varrus hoisted me high into the air and kissed me on both cheeks the way he did every night at this time. Then he took my hand in his own hard-skinned palm and walked with me to find Uther and Occa, the servant who slept in our room with us.

I have many such memories of Uncle Varrus. He would talk to me, and with me, which is not at all the same thing, for hours on end. He taught me all he knew of weaponry and armour and warfare, including siegecraft. He told me of Alexander, whom men called The Great, and of Alexander’s father, Philip of Macedon, and how the two of them conquered their world. And he enthralled me with tales of ancient Rome and the great Republic where, for the only time in history, a man could make of himself what he wished, secure in his right to be what he desired to be, and free to bear arms to protect that right. He used all his wiles to teach me how the Republic had been warped by men and twisted to suit the designs and desires of a privileged few, and how the resultant Empire had become cancerous, doomed by its own wasting sicknesses. He also taught me the lore of iron and of what he himself referred to as ‘the other, lesser, metals’, including gold and silver, and I spent one entire winter in his forge, when I was nine, learning to handle iron and to make the metal work for me, since that, he convinced me, was the secret of the master smiths. And because he was my Uncle Varrus and my god, I listened avidly to his words, absorbed his lessons and devoured his writings.

I never knew my grandfather, Caius Britannicus, but I grew up seeing this land of Britain through his eyes, thanks to his skills in writing down his thoughts. From him and from Uncle Varrus, I learned the reasons for the destruction of the Empire before I even knew what the Empire was. I was aware of Armageddon long before I knew that I dwelt in Armageddon, and I saw the High King’s destiny before his parents ever saw each other. And through all of this, through all the years of being a sponge, soaking up every scrap of lore that came my way, absorbing the essence of the great Dream dreamed by my grandfather and his friend Publius Varrus, I was protected from the world by the life I led and by the self-contained society that had been built around me. We in Camulod thought of ourselves as Britons, rather than Romano-British or Celtic people, and in my youth, because of Publius Varrus, I imbued the word with a unique, metallic significance, imagining a Briton to be a carefully crafted alloy, a tempered fusion of the strongest properties of Roman and Celtic greatness.

Beyond our Colony, however, outside the sanctuary of Camulod, in the separate, other world of Britain and beyond its shores, the disintegration of Rome’s Empire hurtled on.

Our land never recovered from the loss of the legions Stilicho recalled in 401. Five years later, the few legions that remained, feeling forgotten and abandoned there, elected a man called Marcus as their emperor, but he was murdered by a rival faction who elected another, Gratian by name, to lead them. Short months later, he too was dead, and a third prospect, Constantine III, was proclaimed Emperor in Britain. This was the man who dealt the final blow to Roman Britain. Mustering all the troops that he could find, he assembled a fleet of ships from all the ports of the land and crossed with his army to the continent, leaving Britain abandoned at last. We in the Colony called Camulod, the only place in Britain prepared for this development, remained unaware of the event for several months, and when we did hear of it, we were thrown onto the verge of panic, expecting to be victims any day of massive invasion forces.

For a long time, however – almost four years – there was no great increase in the raids, for there were few who really believed that the Romans would not return. But then weeds began to grow on the great roads, and the camps began to show the wear and tear of time and neglect, and as they crumbled, the predators stepped up their raids. The word was passed that the way to Britain lay safely open. The Jutes, the Danes, the Angles, the Saxons, the Picts and the Scots came in ever swelling numbers, and Britain knew pillage on a scale hitherto undreamed of.
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I was eight years old when I first knew real terror and real awe. Both of these new experiences came on the same day, within moments of each other, and both left indelible impressions upon me.

Uther and I had spent the spring and summer as usual with his father’s people in the hills, and we were on our way back down to Camulod to spend the autumn and the winter in the Colony. We were escorted by a strong party of King Ullic’s people, all mounted on the small, shaggy ponies that they bred among their hills. We were making leisurely progress, since the weather was fine, still high summer with never a hint of autumn to be seen. We had come down onto the plain that morning, out of the hills at last, and were no more than twenty miles from Camulod when we made a stop to eat.

Some of the men had fished successfully in a mountain-fed stream a few miles back, and now they lit fires to cook their catch. As boys and princes, neither Uther nor I was expected to take part in the cooking, and we had ridden some way away from the fires, playing a game of throwing a rag weighted with a stone for the other to catch, when we came across a tarn of some kind that cried out to be explored. It was a deep, black pool, set where no pool should be, upon a level stretch of open ground in firm, springy turf. We decided that it was a magic tarn set there by some goddess to receive the offerings of the people who had once lived nearby. It had been the custom in this land since time began to throw sacrificial offerings into pools and lakes, to propitiate the goddesses who lived in them. But now Uther decided he was going to dive down to the bottom of this pool to find some of the treasures offered to the goddess.

The mere suggestion made me uncomfortable. Even to talk that way smacked of blasphemy, although I did not know the word at that time. Respect, however, I knew all about, and the water looked deep and very black. But even as I sat there, staring at it, Uther had slipped from his pony and begun to strip.

‘Uther! Don’t!’ I said. ‘It looks too deep. It’s dangerous.’

‘Don’t be stupid, Cay. It’s just a pool, and I’m hot, anyway. Aren’t you coming?’

I shook my head.

‘What’s the matter? Are you afraid? Don’t be stupid.’ By this time he was naked and he jumped right in, disappearing with a mighty splash. As the ripples settled, I could see him diving down, deeper and deeper, his body pale and insubstantial, and I realised that the water was not black at all, but crystal clear, and I knew that its blackness came from its great depth. I watched him climbing back up from those depths towards me until he broke the surface and flicked his hair out of his eyes, gulping for breath.

‘It’s deep, deep, deep, Cay, and it’s cold, but it’s wonderful! Come on in!’

Still I shook my head, watching him as he grinned at me, sucking in air and preparing to go down again. ‘Uther,’ I said, ‘you’ll never reach the bottom. It’s too deep. Come out.’

Instead of answering me, he dived again, and I watched him dwindle smaller and smaller, until he turned and came up again, fast as a cork, to splash back to the surface. This time, however, he swam to the side and held up his hand and I pulled him out. He sat there for a while, shivering, his entire body blue and covered with goose-flesh.

‘Well?’ I taunted him. ‘Did you find any treasure?’

He shook his head, his teeth chattering.

‘How deep did you go?’

He began to chafe himself with his hands, scrubbing at the goose-flesh, then he leaped to his feet and took off at top speed, running around the perimeter of the pool, screaming gleefully at the top of his voice. I decided that he was mad, but happy mad, and I took off my own clothes and leaped into the water. It was ice cold! Even today, long decades afterwards, I can recall the shock of it. As I regained the surface, gasping, Uther splashed in beside me, pulling me down again. I fought him off and regained the surface, catching my breath and looking for him below me, but he grabbed me from behind and dragged me down again, and by the time the cold finally defeated us, we were both exhausted and had to help each other up onto the bank, where we collapsed, shivering.

‘It’s like a well,’ said Uther.

‘What d’you mean?’

‘Deep. With stone walls. Straight down.’

‘Probably is a well. That’ll be why the water’s so clear.’ By this time we had stopped shivering and were beginning to enjoy the warmth of the sun.

‘Want to try to reach the bottom?’

‘No,’ I remember saying. ‘We’d never—’

Uther cut me short, his hand raised, his body tensing. ‘What’s that?’

He sat erect and twisted to look behind us. ‘Whoreson!’ he spat. ‘Saxons!’

I spun and looked towards the camp. There was a battle raging there and our people were heavily outnumbered, and even as I looked I saw four blond-haired strangers running towards us, naked iron in their hands, their mouths open in yells of battle lust.

Uther was already on his feet. ‘Quick, Cay! Get out of here!’ I scrambled for my clothes.

‘Forget your clothes, grab your knife!’ He was already running for his pony.

I snatched up my knife and ran for my own mount, grasping its mane and swinging myself hard up onto its sun-hot, dusty back. Both animals were galloping almost from a standing start.

‘Split up,’ yelled Uther. ‘You go right!’ He swung away to the left and I wheeled my pony in the opposite direction, looking back over my shoulder to see what our pursuers would do. It was obvious that they were surprised to see only two small, naked boys. It must have been our ponies that attracted them in the first place, for they could not have seen us lying by the water’s edge. They had stopped running as we split up, and they stood staring after us, having no hope of catching us on foot and no great desire to tire themselves out chasing naked children. I pulled my pony to a halt and sat watching them, feeling safely distant, as they approached the tarn and found our clothes and our torcs, the heavy, decorative gold collars that marked us as chief’s sons.

That discovery made them decide we might be worth pursuing after all. One of them, the tallest, dropped his axe and shield, threw off his helmet and fur tunic, and came after me at a run. I sat and watched him, knowing that he could never catch my fleet-footed pony. When he was about twenty-five paces from me I swung my mount again and kicked him to a dead run. Only then did I look around for Uther, but he was nowhere to be seen. The fringe of the forest was about two hundred paces ahead of me and I aimed my pony at it like an arrow, easily outdistancing my pursuer. Then, fifty paces short of the sheltering trees, my mount tripped and fell, hurling me over his head, the distinct sound of his snapping foreleg in my ears.

I landed on my back and knocked myself out of breath completely. When I regained my senses, the pony’s screaming ringing through my head, the big Saxon was close, not even breathing hard, an evil grin on his face. I watched him approach me as I struggled for breath. The pony had thrown me about eight paces. The man stopped by the screaming animal, drew a knife, and then bent over to saw at the creature’s throat. The sight triggered all my survival instincts, and I came to my feet running as fast as my legs could pump. He must have been absorbed in what he was doing, because I had covered about half the distance to the trees before I heard his shout, and then I heard the sounds of his running feet, gaining on me with every stride of his long legs. Still ahead of him, I came to the edge of the trees, dodging to my left as I passed the first of them, and then swerving again, and again as I passed each successive tree, changing direction sharply all the way. I knew that I was running for my life.

I was lucky that the forest was thick, even here on the fringe, and that I was so small, for I was able to burrow at a dead run into places where my pursuer could not follow. Slowly and surely I gained distance on him, fighting my way into the thickest clumps of underbrush and worming through, until eventually I knew that he was thrashing far enough behind me to give me a breathing space.

I dove under the roots of a great, lightning-split tree and crouched there in terror, hearing the thundering of my own heart over the approaching noise of my pursuer. And then he stopped moving and I knew that he was listening for me, searching the woods around him carefully with his eyes and ears, but I did not know how close he was. The silence grew and lengthened until I could stand it no longer and I eased myself upright and cautiously raised my head. He was nowhere in sight. Then, being only eight, I did a very foolish thing. I climbed higher in order to see further, believing him gone, and there he was, looking at me from less than thirty paces away, across the top of the last thicket I had dived through. He saw me as I saw him and he plunged into the bushes towards me as I launched myself away from him, running with wings on my heels after the few moments’ rest I had gained. I ran and ran, choosing the densest thickets again, unmindful of the stinging slash of brambles and nettles and springy twigs, until suddenly I broke from a screen of bushes to find myself in an open, grassy glade of huge old oak trees, their branches choked with mistletoe, the sacred berries of the Druids. I could hear him crashing too close behind me, and in panic, gathering the last of my strength, I threw myself at the biggest oak and scrambled up high into its branches, seeking to hide among the tangled mistletoe. Up and up I went until I could climb no higher, and there I crouched, hugging a branch, and watched him enter the glade.

He stopped on the edge of the clearing, out on the open grass, and looked all around him, peering and listening. Then he began to walk towards the tree in which I was hiding. I was almost sick with dread and terrified that I would lose my hold and tumble from my perch to land at his feet, and in my fear I hiccoughed. He heard me. Dumb with terror, I watched his head come up as he searched the tree until his eyes found me. I can still remember the expression on his face as he smiled an awful smile and beckoned to me to come down, talking to me in his heathen tongue, although we both knew, he and I, that he was going to have to come up and get me.

He had to try three times to get his first purchase on a low branch, but after that he began to climb surely, and more and more quickly, towards my perch. I was saying all my small boy’s prayers as he came, willing him to trust a too-weak branch and fall, to be too big to come higher – anything to stop him coming closer.

And then I heard the thump of heavy hooves and I saw him freeze and look down. I could see nothing, for the bole of the tree was between me and the sounds, but the Saxon forgot me immediately and began to drop, hand over hand, almost falling from branch to branch in his haste to regain the ground, and then he jumped and landed sprawling, rolling forward and over like a cat and coming to his feet on the run, dagger in hand. The clump of hooves was below me now and suddenly there was a man on a huge, running red horse that bowled the Saxon over by striking him with its shoulder. Before his sprawling form could even come to rest, the rider pinned him to the ground with a spear between his shoulders, and the Saxon squirmed and kicked for long moments before he finally was still. The horseman left his spear sticking up into the air and turned to look up at me, twisting his body sideways so that he could see up to where I was.

‘What are you? A Druid god?’

I said nothing, swallowing hard, trying to control my terror.

‘Can you get down from there by yourself?’

I tried to say yes, but nothing came out.

‘Well? Come on down. He’s dead. You’re safe enough, now. I have no cause to hurt you.’

Still I did not move. My rescuer dismounted and pulled his spear free from the body of the man he had killed, bracing his foot on the corpse to give him purchase. This done, he wiped the blade clean on the dead man’s tunic and then stepped back to his horse, stroking its muzzle and talking softly to it, although loudly enough for me to overhear what he was saying.

‘Now, Horse,’ he said, ‘there is a boy, a boy with no clothes on, hiding up in the tree above your head. I’m telling you this so that you won’t be frightened when he comes down, for he looks ferocious. I promise you that he won’t hurt you, Horse, if you don’t hurt him.’ He stopped and looked back up at me again. ‘Are you coming down, boy? You’re keeping me from my meal. I’ve been riding all night long and have not broken fast today, and there’s a tasty rabbit stew simmering on my fire, not half a mile from here. Now you may not be hungry, but I am starved, so it will please me greatly if you will come down and let me get back to my food.’

Slowly, feeling my way with care, I climbed down from my refuge, suddenly feeling all the cuts and scrapes that I had gathered in my flight, and all at once aware of the abrasive bark of the great oak that had sheltered me. As I reached the last branch above the ground, my rescuer leaped nimbly up onto his horse’s back and ambled over to me. I was perched now about three feet above him. He smiled at me and I knew I was really safe.

‘What was all that about? Who was this fellow?’ He indicated the dead man.

‘A Saxon. A raider. They caught us away from our camp, swimming. He chased me and I ran.’

‘He must have chased you a long way. Why did he do that? I would have let you go.’

‘He found my torc.’

‘He what?’

‘He found my torc. My gold collar. He knew I am the son of a chief, and he meant to kill me.’

‘So, you’re the son of a chief, are you? Not just a chieftain, eh? A full chief! I’m impressed. What do you call yourself? And how does a Celtic chief’s son come to speak Latin so well?’

I drew myself erect and spoke with all the dignity I could muster, determined, naked and bruised as I was, to impress this stranger. ‘I am of Roman blood. My name is Caius. Caius Merlinus Britannicus. My father is a Legate of Rome. He rides with Stilicho.’

The effect of my pronouncement upon him was salutary. He choked. As he spluttered and coughed, his horse pranced nervously, skittering around so that I lost sight of the rider’s face, but eventually he regained control both of himself and of his horse and came to a stop, facing me again, his eyes wide and red with coughing.

‘Pardon me,’ he said. ‘I swallowed some spit the wrong way. So, your father is a Legate? Well, he ought to be, to have burdened you with a name like that. Merlinus? That’s not a Roman name. At least, I’ve never heard of it before.’

‘No,’ I admitted. ‘You are right, it’s not. It’s really Merlyn. That’s Celtic.’

‘I see.’ He shook his head, now wearing a grin of open disbelief that even I could decipher, and held up his right hand to me. ‘Here, take my hand and swing yourself down here in front of me. A man with a name like that should ride in front.’ I did as he bade me and he held me in place with his left arm. ‘Can you ride, boy?’

‘Yes, sir.’

‘Good, then hold my spear and hang on to the horse’s mane. We’ll be at my camp very quickly.’

He did not lie. I barely had time to tell him about Uther and our flight from the well before I smelled wood-smoke, and we broke from the trees again to find a well-ordered camp where five other men lay resting. They all looked at us curiously as we rode up to the fire.

‘General,’ my rescuer said, ‘I think this young man should meet you. He tells me his name is Caius Merlyn Britannicus.’ He lowered me gently to the ground in front of the fire where a giant of a man in black leather armour stood up to tower over me, a strange expression on his face.

‘Caius Merlyn Britannicus,’ said my rescuer, ‘this is the Legate Caius Picus Britannicus.’

My father had come home.
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I never knew my mother, but I knew much about her; everything, in fact, that anyone around me who had known her could recall. I knew she had been called Enid and was the sister of the great, wild-bearded Celtic King from Cambria, Ullic Pendragon, who was grandfather to Uther. I had a picture of her in my mind, assembled from the scraps of description I had assembled concerning her looks: there she was always tall and beautiful, free-striding and wild-looking, with long, loose-hanging hair, black as a raven’s wing. She had wide, high cheekbones and sparkling white teeth that gleamed each time she laughed, and her eyes were green as the weed on a summer pond. I even heard her voice in my mind, musical and gracious, lilting with the accents of her mountain people, yet strangely deep and almost husky, brimming with love and tenderness towards me. I knew much about my mother, but I had learned it from people who were glad to tell a small, motherless boy what he yearned to know; people who were free to speak their wishes, rather than their minds, concerning their memories of one long dead. My father, by contrast, was still very much alive, and his sheer size and aspect seemed to ensure that no one would wish to talk about him to me, his only son.

How does a boy find out about his father? About the man himself, I mean? The fact is, he does not. At least, not the truth about the things the world holds to be important, for when a boy is still a boy, such things truly do not matter. I only discovered my father after I became a man myself, and much of what I have discovered since his death has been made available to me, as I have already said, simply because I am Merlyn. As a boy, I found my father to be a mystical, almost mythical presence on the periphery of my life. He was constantly at war throughout my childhood and my boyhood and I saw him only briefly and occasionally, on his infrequent visits home.

Broad-shouldered, deep-chested and heavily muscled, Picus Britannicus was more than simply a big man. In a world where normal men were five and a half feet tall, he towered more than six. Fully half a head taller than his tallest subordinate, he was a soldier from head to toe, inside and out. He was magnificent to look at, with his unusual golden hair, a splendid tunic of white wool bordered with a thick, black stripe, and his gleaming, highly polished black leather armour and equipment. Even the crest on his helmet was striking, composed of alternate clumps of black and white horsehair. The only part of his dress that did not fit his strict colour scheme was the bronze hilt of the short-sword that hung by his right side, the sword given to him by Uncle Varrus when he first joined the legions. His horses, too – always jet-black – were specially selected for their height, so that he was prominent no matter where he went, drawing men’s eyes by his size, and by the flashing whiteness of the soft, white wool that lined his great black war cloak. My father was every man’s vision of a commander, and his soldiers loved him.

To his small son, however, he was a daunting, intimidating figure. He spoke little, for an arrow had torn his throat before I was born and had left him with a terrible affliction, so that when he did speak his words were laboured and guttural. He was determined to overcome this failing, however, and as he grew older he did defeat it to a very great extent. He wore his golden hair long, an affectation to cover the hideous scar where the arrow that pierced his mouth had emerged through the back of his neck, and that also marked him as singular among the short-haired Romans whom he led.

On that first day I met him, he awed me completely. The first thing he did after looking me over in silent, wide-eyed surprise was to pick me up by the elbows and lift me like a feather, up into the air until I came eye to eye with him. Then he grinned a huge grin, full of white teeth, and shook me, gently, and placed me back on the ground, growling something I couldn’t understand. His men all stepped to meet me, shaking hands with me solemnly, as though I were a man, while the one who had saved me recounted my adventure almost word for word the way I had told him it happened.

This man was Titus, it turned out, one of my father’s friends of whom I had heard and read. Another, Quintus Flavius, knelt by the fire, tending the rabbit stew Titus had been savouring on his scouting patrol around the camp before he found me.

As soon as Titus had finished recounting my story, my father looked at me. ‘Uther?’ he growled. ‘Where is he?’

I shrugged, aware of my own confusion. ‘I don’t know where he went, sir.’

‘Was he followed?’

Again I shrugged. ‘I don’t know.’

‘Right. Mount up!’

We left the fire burning. Flavius upended the cooking pot into the coals and a hissing cloud of smoke and ashes whirled into the air. In a matter of moments we were all mounted and heading back the way Titus and I had come. I rode in front of my father this time, my nakedness covered by his long cloak, and I felt fine, although I was worried about what we might discover on reaching the scene of the attack.

We emerged from the forest almost at the point where I had entered it, and the first person I saw was Uther, fully dressed, riding towards us with four of his father’s men. He saw us at the same time and hauled his pony back in a rearing stop, but even as he prepared to run from this new threat, he saw me mounted in front of my father, and I heard the gladness in his voice as he yelled my name and waved my tunic above his head.

‘That’s Uther!’ I said. ‘He has my clothes.’

Two of the men with Uther recognised my father and they came with us as we approached the rest of the survivors. One of my father’s men let out a low whistle of wonder. ‘Will you look at that!’

For the first time, we saw the effect of Ullic Pendragon’s long, yew bows when they were wielded by trained and determined men. There were Saxon bodies everywhere. I tallied fourteen before losing count. Some of our Celts were out among them, pulling their arrows from the dead and wounded bodies. It turned out that our party had lost four men, killed in the first attack, which had caught them by surprise. Not one had been lost after the bowmen began to fight, and the surviving Saxons had fled in terror from the arrows against which they had no defence.

One of the hillmen laughed as he described what had happened. ‘They thought they were safe, you know, inside their fancy ring shirts, until they started falling, pierced through, fancy shirts and all. They’ve fought against bowmen before, but they’ve never come up against anything that bites as hard as our new arrows do. Huw, there, hit one of them smack in the head and pierced him through, helmet and all!’

‘How far away was he?’ my father asked.

‘No more than twenty paces. These arrows will go through an oaken board a handsbreadth thick at a hundred and sixty.’

My father grunted, an impatient sound, and looked around at the corpses littering the grass. By this time, all of them had been stripped of weapons and of armour, and these had been dumped into a pile close to one of the cooking fires. Huw, the leader of our party of Celts, noticed the Legate’s seeming lack of patience and shouted to his men in their native tongue, telling them to get ready to move out, and ordering that the bodies of our four slain men be thrown across their horses for burial later.

Titus nodded towards the pile of weapons and armour. ‘What will you do with those? Do you have a wagon to load them into?’

‘No,’ growled Huw. ‘And we can’t carry them. I’d thought to bury them. Can’t leave them lying around.’

Uther interrupted, his voice sounding out of place among the men. ‘Offer them to the goddess of the tarn, there, where Caius and I went swimming. It’s very deep.’

‘Now there’s an idea, boy!’ Huw took him up on it and immediately detailed four men to carry the booty over and throw it into the pool. ‘Breaks my heart to see such waste, but a proper sacrifice in thanks for victory never hurt anyone nor went amiss.’

‘What about the bodies? The Saxons?’ This was Titus again.

Huw’s look of contempt was eloquent as he answered. ‘What about them then? Let the whoresons rot where they lie. The wolves and crows will not take long to clean them up.’ Something had caught his attention and he raised his voice to a yell. ‘Come on, you people! Get a move on, will you? It’s twenty miles to Camulod from here! We want to get there during damn daylight! Move your arses!’

Flavius was frowning slightly, his face showing puzzlement. ‘Camulod? Where’s that?’

‘That’s what we call the fort, sir,’ I answered him. ‘Camulod.’

He looked at my father, who raised one eyebrow and shrugged, saying nothing.

We left the body-strewn field as it was and set a good pace for the Colony. I had pulled on my clothes again and my body was a mass of pain from all the welts, bruises, scratches and cuts I had taken. My right eye was swollen shut and I wanted to cry, but I dared not show myself to be so weak.

Titus reined close to me. ‘How are you feeling, young Merlyn? Tired?’ I tried to smile at him, nodding my head. ‘I thought so,’ he continued. ‘You had a long run there.’ I nodded again. ‘Why don’t you come and ride with me? Then, if you fall asleep, at least you won’t fall off the horse.’

He must have read the gratitude in my face, for he brought his horse right alongside my pony and lifted me up in front of him. I looked around me to see if any of the others were laughing at me, but no one was paying any attention at all, and I fell asleep almost immediately, cradled in the grip of Titus, my protector.

I awoke a long time later to the sound of horns, and there in the distance were the walls of Camulod, crowning their hill and overlooking all the valley below. I was a very stiff and sore little boy by then, and I remember it took all of my determination not to cry out in pain as Titus handed me down to the willing hands that reached for me in the courtyard of my uncle’s villa. I had a hot bath, and my tiredness overcame me in the course of it. I have no memory of being put to bed. The next morning, however, I awoke with all my normal vigour, remembering that my father, the Legate Picus, had come home, and hoping that he would stay. He did. He was home this time for good.

Stilicho, my father’s Commander-in-Chief, had been recalled from campaigning against the Ostrogoths by his former ward, the Emperor Honorius, and had returned to do his master’s bidding, only to be summarily executed for an alleged plot to usurp the Empire for himself. My father had remained behind, facing the Ostrogoths with Stilicho’s army, completely unaware that the same schemers who had brought down Stilicho had condemned him, too, so that Picus Britannicus was a Legate one day and a hunted outlaw the next.

Thanks only to a timely warning and the loyalty of his own veterans, he had been able to make his escape ahead of the men sent to kill him. He had then crossed the continent with a small band of officers and men, and returned to Britain, where he was now safe from the displeasure of the Imperial Court.

Any hopes I had in my small boy’s heart of being with my father from that time on were doomed, however. From the time he returned to Camulod, the military activities of the entire Colony increased. Uncle Varrus gave up supreme command of our forces to my father, who immediately set out to upgrade and improve the standard of everything we were involved in, from strengthening the Colony’s defences and intensifying the ongoing building activity on the walls, to a major increase in the frequency, and the thoroughness, of mounted patrols around our outlying territories.

In the spring of that year of 409, the realities of large-scale invasion were becoming inescapable. All parts of the coast around our Colony were reporting heavy raids, and rumours abounded of strong parties of raiders – armies composed of many shiploads of warriors – pillaging towns, killing the men and keeping the women for their casual use, and then fortifying the towns themselves as bases for sorties into other parts of the country. Word came that one such base camp had been established to the south-east of us, in a village protected from surprise attack by its location on the upper rise of a low hill. According to the report that reached us via a wandering priest, three raiding groups had combined their strength and had occupied and fortified this place. Now, from the security it offered, they were terrorising the land for miles around.

I was in the Armoury, listening to a conversation between my father and my uncle, when this news arrived. My father had been talking in his slow, laborious way of the need to build turrets in the walls of the fort to hold ballista, scorpions and other artillery pieces of the kind used by Stilicho’s armies. Siege warfare had progressed considerably since the days of Caesar’s campaigns in Gaul and Iberia, he said, but most of the brilliant innovations were being developed in defence against siege engines. Castellations at intervals along a wall, jutting out in front of the main line, allowed defenders to pour down murderous fire on their attackers, and the effectiveness of these castellations increased with the concentration of them in any stretch of wall.

Look at the forts of the Saxon Shore, he was saying. They were impregnable simply because of the way they were built. Siege engines could not get near them. That was what we needed to do with Camulod. We must add towers to jut out – far out – along the front, where they could protect the weakest spots in our defences; towers that would allow our soldiers to maintain supremacy, no matter what an attacker might bring up against them; towers that were strategically placed at the salient peaks of the hill of Camulod, and from which defenders could look down and in, towards the shallower gradients.

It was at this point in the discourse that Titus interrupted the meeting, bringing in a messenger with news of the raiders and their fortified base to the south-east. I knew as soon as I saw him that he was one of the wandering priests who spread the Gospel of the Christ throughout the countryside to all who would listen. He was a tall, skinny, bearded man dressed in a simple homespun robe and clutching a shepherd’s crook, the symbol of his calling. He stared in awe at the splendour of the room as he came forward to greet the two occupants, for he was unaware of my tiny presence on the floor behind my father’s chair. Both Uncle Varrus and my father listened without interrupting while he told his tale. My father had only two questions: ‘How far to this place? And how many Saxons?’

The man was unsure of the distance, estimating it at between twenty and thirty miles, but he had himself counted no less than two hundred men in and around the village in the space of two days. My father thanked him and nodded to Titus, who took the priest to find someone who could show him the way to the kitchens. When the doors had closed behind them Uncle Varrus spoke.

‘Twenty to thirty miles. That’s not too close. They’re nowhere near our lands.’

‘No, Publius, you’re wrong. They’re far too close. A hundred miles would be too close.’

‘How do you mean? That’s three days’ march for that rabble, maybe four or five! A boatload landing to the north or south of us tomorrow could get here sooner.’

My father shrugged. ‘Granted. But they wouldn’t. Not unless they were desperate. They’d be too far from their ship, their base. Don’t you see it? That’s what’s important, Publius! These animals have made themselves a base camp on solid ground. You heard the priest. It’s fortified. That means it’s solid. They don’t have to worry about somebody finding it and sinking it. And they have women, too. With enough food and sex, they’ll be in no hurry to go back to where they came from. Enough time to relax and enjoy it, and they might decide to stay. Enough time to grow strong and plunder all the countryside around them, and they’ll start striking out for new hunting grounds.’ He stopped and shook his head, then continued. ‘I don’t like this at all. Not one little bit of it.’

The door opened and Titus came back into the room.

‘Well, what do you think, Titus?’

Titus nodded and spoke.

‘Alaric’s Visigoths, General. I was thinking of the time they jumped us in Thrace. Once burned, I tend to be wary of fires.’

‘Good man. Exactly what occurred to me. Tell Publius. Sit down.’

Titus turned to my uncle, seating himself as he did so. ‘The Visigoths were doing the same thing in Thrace, Commander. They’d storm a town, kill the men, keep the women, and keep them in order by threatening the children. Then they’d pretend to be citizens – changed their clothes and their weapons. We rode right through one of those towns without suspecting a damned thing. Two days later, we met Alaric head on, and just when we needed and expected it least, these people hit us from behind. Damn near cost us the battle and it could have cost us a lot more in men and horses than it did. We thought we had cleaned out all the lands behind us, but they were there all the time. An expensive error.’

My father spoke up again, his voice very guttural and almost unintelligible. ‘Safe base, Publius. Never had one there before. Used it like a catapult. Almost destroyed us.’

‘So what are you suggesting?’ Uncle Varrus asked.

‘An expedition. Burn the whoresons out!’

My uncle looked upset. ‘That’s easy to suggest, but how would we go about it? The village is fortified, the priest says. What can your cavalry do against fortified positions?’

‘Bowmen.’

‘What bowmen?’

My father nodded emphatically. ‘Ullic’s people. Those bows of theirs. Pick these people off like pigeons.’

‘But how, Picus? I don’t follow your logic.’

Uncle Varrus was at a loss and I could see my father becoming more and more frustrated by his inability to speak clearly. Finally, however, he spat out one word. ‘Trickery!’

‘Trickery? Trick them, you mean? The Saxons? How?’

‘Get them out into the open. Alexander’s tactics. Surprise them. Draw them out. Damn this throat! Get me a drink, Titus. Something to write with, too.’

He wrote for what seemed to me to be hours, with the others reading over his shoulders, and I could see the excitement growing in them as they read. Uncle Varrus clapped him on the shoulder at one point, his voice pitched high with excitement.

‘By God, Picus, that might just work! It’ll frighten them to death at first and then tempt them to death afterwards! It’s brilliant! We have to get word to Ullic and Uric immediately. I wonder how many bowmen they have now? Well, we’ll soon find out. This will be our first chance to try both sets of troops together.’

My father spoke again, his voice much clearer now. ‘Tell them, lots of arrows.’

King Ullic himself came, with my uncle Uric and fifty-four bowmen. It took them ten days to reach us, for they had to be summoned, and then they had preparations to make before they could set out. Titus was the messenger who rode to them with word of what was afoot. He took three horses and rode practically without rest, covering the journey of four days in three, over mountainous terrain all the way, and then he rode straight back again with the word that my grandfather’s people were coming at his back. By the time they arrived, the plan of campaign had been made and all the arrangements were in place. A council of war was held on the night of their arrival, from which Uther and I were banned, and the expedition set out early the next morning.

Two hundred and eighty men rode out from Camulod that day, mounted on the pick of our herds. Uther and I watched them go, the first formal military expedition to be sent out from Camulod; the first manifestation of a new force in the land of Britain.

My father rode at their head with Uther’s father and Titus. King Ullic rode further back, with his contingent of bowmen, who were mounted for this expedition on our large horses. Used as they were to their small mountain ponies, many of them would be suffering by the end of the forty-mile ride. Each of them carried two quivers of arrows, with the exception of their king himself, who was now too old to pull his own mighty bow.

At the very back of the contingent rode a party of men who looked very different from the others. Uncle Varrus had spent much time experimenting with a new shield suitable for mounted men to carry, ever since the weight of his own shield had bruised his thigh in the charge at Vegetius Sulla’s villa years before. Now most of our cavalry carried circular or oval shields slung across their shoulders as they rode. The men at the back of the column, however, all carried the great, heavy scutum of the Roman legionary, and each scutum had a selection of throwing spears and javelins fitted into the leather slings at the back. They made an incongruous addition to the group, but they were there for a purpose.

Uther and I climbed to the top of the walls and watched them until they disappeared among the trees in the distance. We were sick with disappointment at being left behind, but we assured each other that the day would come when we would not only ride out, but would ride out at the head of such parties.
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Camulod seemed dead and deserted after the departure of the troops. They took with them even the pleasure of the games that normally filled our free time, so Uther and I went our separate ways, he to the stables and I to my uncle’s Armoury, where I perched myself on my cross-chair and gave myself up to imagining the outcome of their expedition according to the little I knew of the plan drawn up by my father and the others. It was to be two weeks before they came riding home again, battered and bloodied, but jubilant and victorious.

Uther and I tried our best to stay close to the leaders that homecoming night as they recounted all that had happened to Uncle Varrus and the other Council members who had gathered to hear their news, but it was very late by the time the gathering had assembled and Occa found us and dragged us off to bed. We scrambled to hide from her, but succeeded only in attracting the attention of my father, who had neither the time nor the patience to accommodate small boys that night. We were dispatched to bed in a disgust so profound that neither one of us as much as thought of spying on Occa, which we usually did as she prepared herself for bed.

We found out about the battle the next evening from Titus, who had become the best friend Uther and I had among the grown men of Camulod – with the exception, of course, of Uncle Varrus, Uther’s grandfather. Titus approached us as we fought each other with wooden swords and shields, and stood watching until I found an opening in Uther’s guard and smacked him soundly on the top of his head with the flat of my blade, far harder than I intended to. With a roar of rage, Uther threw down his weapons and came for me with his bare hands, murder and tears in his outraged eyes, and in a second we were rolling on the ground in mortal struggle. Titus pulled us apart and held us, struggling and kicking, one at the end of each of his strong arms.

‘Hey!’ he roared at us. ‘What good is there in training you to fight and be leaders if you are going to try to kill each other? There’s no room for fighting between you two!’ Abruptly, he bent his elbows, pulling us both against him, our faces cheek to cheek close to his own, which looked ferocious, glaring at us both. ‘I thought you might have preferred to hear the tale of how we fought the Saxons, but if you’d rather waste your time fighting each other, I’ll leave you to it and go and dally with a woman, instead.’

Our quarrel was immediately forgotten. ‘Tell us, Titus, tell us, please! We weren’t really fighting,’ we squealed, almost in unison.

‘Well, are you sure you want to hear? The tale might bore you.’ We protested immunity to boredom. ‘Very well then, come with me. It’s getting late and this story needs a fire.’

We followed him out of the gates onto the open hillside, where he stopped and looked to left and right. ‘Over there.’ He nodded to a spot that had been used as a campsite. ‘There’s a fire pit, and logs to sit on, but no wood. Scatter, infants, and find fuel for our flames.’

We were gone in a flash, returning with armloads of firewood from the great heap piled against the walls. Titus had found some kindling in the time we were gone and had crossed to borrow a burning log from another fire close by. We watched him, breathless with anticipation, as he fed dried grass and twigs to the glowing ember, blew it into flames and slowly built the fire until it could live on its own. Finally he was satisfied: he piled some good-sized logs onto the fire and straightened up to his full height, looking out across the plain below us in the growing dusk. He hitched at the armoured kilt of leather straps around his waist and turned to us. Neither of us had spoken in a long time. We sat there staring at him, waiting for his story.

‘Where can I start? Two stalwart warriors like you should be told everything. Someday it will be up to you to lead our troops.’ He was half joking – we could see it in his eyes – but then his face grew serious and he seated himself on a log across the fire from us. The flames were dancing high now and the logs sparked crisply.

We sat there listening to the crackling of the dry wood for long moments and then Uther cleared his throat. ‘The Saxon fight, Titus.’

‘Ah, yes. The Saxon fight! That’s why we came out here, isn’t it?’ He paused yet again, remembering, and we hung on his silence, our eyes never leaving his face. ‘Those Saxons had a real stronghold there,’ he finally said. ‘We watched them from a small wood on the opposite side of the valley, and believe me, we were impressed. The priest who brought us the news of these people told us they were quartered in a fortified village on a hill. We had been hoping he was wrong, or just being an inaccurate civilian, and he was. The place was actually built on the end of a long ridge that stuck out into the marsh beneath it like a finger. That made a big difference. Can you tell me why?’

Uther was quicker than I to answer. ‘A hill is easier to defend than a ridge – against us, anyway.’

‘Why?’ Titus was deadly serious, not a note of condescension in his tone.

‘Because our horses can attack along the ridge better than they can from below.’

‘Good man. So we had one problem solved. Caius, what was our other problem?’

I thought hard, just to be sure that my first reaction had been the right one. ‘The marsh. If it was too wet, you wouldn’t be able to cross it.’

‘For what purpose? You’re right, but why would we want to cross the marsh?’

‘To get to the bottom of the hill, to get the Saxons to come down against you and take their attention away from the ridge and our cavalry.’

His eyes went wide with mock admiration. ‘Splendid! You should make a great general some day, my lad.’

‘Not as great as his father,’ Uther grumbled, ill-naturedly, I thought, until he went on, ‘he hasn’t got the legions.’

Titus grinned. ‘Well, perhaps not, but neither does his father now, yet what he planned, and the way he made it work, was brilliant. It was more than that; it was sheer, absolute genius.’

He shifted to a more comfortable position on his log and threw some more wood onto the fire, watching it catch and blaze until I had to ask, in an agony of frustration, ‘What did he do, Titus?’

‘Forgive me,’ he grinned, ‘I was remembering. We watched from the woods for an hour or so and then fell back to where we had set up camp, about two miles back in a valley that was secure. Ullic’s people spent the rest of that day and night making their own preparations. About an hour after it got dark, your father dispatched me with a dozen men down into the valley to test the firmness of the ground. Remember, it had been raining hard for days.’

‘How did you test it?’ I asked.

‘By walking on it. Is there a better way?’

‘But didn’t anyone see you?’

‘In the dark? Remember our cloaks are black.’

‘But white inside.’

‘Not all of them. Only the officers’. I exchanged mine with a trooper. We blackened our faces, went barefoot, and crossed the entire valley floor to the bottom of the ridge.’

‘And?’

‘The ground was wet, but firm. Our eyes were used to the darkness and we had no trouble. We went back to camp and I made my report. Then it started to rain, and it poured without let-up for the rest of the night, thunder and lightning frightening the horses, and everything glopped up with mud and impossible to fight in. We had planned to attack at dawn, but it was hopeless. We had to sit tight in our hidden camp and wait for the weather.’

‘How long did you have to wait?’ This was Uther, as avid for details as I was.

‘Only a day. The clouds broke up in the middle of the morning and the sun blazed for the rest of the day. Late again that afternoon, the General, Uric, King Ullic and I went back to the wood on the valley side. Our timing was perfect. We had estimated about eighty men in the enemy camp the day before, but no sooner had we got into position in the woods that second day than we saw a large party – at least a hundred men – approaching from the east. They had obviously been raiding. They had loaded wagons with them, and lines of women, all tied together. We watched them climb the hill and enter the camp, and we stayed to watch the celebrations that started immediately afterward. We were glad we had waited, for we knew there would be a lot of thick, aching heads in that camp, come morning.’

‘So? What happened next?’ I was growing more and more impatient of his introspective pauses.

‘Oh … We returned to camp and reviewed our plans, and then we slept for a few hours. Then, just before midnight, General Picus left with his cavalry, to make a great, circular sweep that would position them on the ridge to the west of the stronghold well before dawn. He had sent out scouts the night before to mark their way while I was down in the valley with my men.’

He glanced at Uther. ‘Two hours later, King Ullic and your father, Uric, left with their bowmen, and shortly after that the others left, leaving me with a reserve of twenty mounted men, to take my place on the hillside we had been using as an observation post. And after that, it was simply a matter of waiting for daylight.’ Titus chuckled aloud and shook his head.

‘What are you laughing at?’ I asked him.

‘Oh, I was just remembering. I’ve never seen anything so beautiful, and I had the best view, among all the people there. It was truly magnificent.’ He shook his head again, grinning.

‘Well?’ Uther sounded as impatient as I was. ‘Tell us!’

‘All right. What happened eight years ago and then again two years ago that all the Saxons know about?’

‘The legions left.’

‘Correct. The legions left. So, imagine dawn on a summer morning, just as the birds begin to sing, and here’s a camp of Saxon raiders, safe behind walls of stone on the top of a hill, and suddenly there’s a sound in the distance that they don’t expect, or want, to hear – a drumbeat. And along the valley comes a sight that none of them had ever thought to see again in Britain. A troop of Roman soldiers. Legionaries, marching in full armour, shields and spears and cloaks and helmets, three centurions on horseback at their head. A full maniple, a hundred and ten men, marching along the valley. Suddenly the trumpeter blasts a call and they all break into double time. I’ll wager my best parade armour there wasn’t a single Saxon still asleep within three minutes of the sound of that first drumbeat.

‘But then, unexpectedly, and suddenly, the senior centurion notices the camp on the hill and gives the command to stop. Everything stops. The soldiers are almost at the bottom of the hill. The centurion sends a trooper forward to survey the camp. Most of the Saxons are hidden along the walls. The trooper approaches, hesitates, goes forward again, stops, sees something suspicious and turns to wave his maniple away. As he does so, someone in the camp fires an arrow at him. It misses, and he begins to run back down the hill. The senior centurion shouts a command, his men turn around, and he begins to double time them back the way they came. Romans, running away!

‘Those Saxons came over their walls and down that hillside in a solid wave, along the entire length of it, and the Roman retreat broke into a rout, the legionaries running as fast as their legs would carry them, out into the marshes. And as they ran, the Saxons followed them, right down the pathway they had taken between two lines of bowmen who lay hidden beneath the covers they had made for themselves from grass and rushes two nights before. When the legionaries had run far enough, the trumpet sounded again and the bowmen threw off their covers and stood up for the slaughter. The Saxons were caught between two lines of them, twenty-seven on each side. The Celts were firing as fast as they could draw their bows and the closest Saxon to any of them had to run fifty paces into their fire before he could engage.’

Uther and I were spellbound.

‘In the meantime,’ Titus went on, ‘the cavalry had begun their attack along the ridge as soon as the enemy was committed to chasing the running legionaries. They had no opposition. Took the place on the first charge and didn’t lose a man.

‘The trumpet call that brought the bowmen out was also the signal for the maniple to reform. By the time the bowmen began to run low on arrows, the Saxons who were left had a perfectly disciplined diamond infantry formation coming down their throats. They ran, back to their camp, until they saw our horsemen on the hilltop. After that, those that still kept their senses could only run towards my position, through the hole that the bowmen had conveniently left open for them on one side. There were no more than thirty of them left when I broke cover with my squadron and went to clean them up. I didn’t even bloody my sword.’

‘Were they all killed?’ My voice was strained.

‘Every last one of them. Those bowmen of your uncle’s are wild men. No prisoners.’

‘What about the women in the camp?’ Uther’s question surprised me. I had completely forgotten about the women.

‘What about them? We gave them food and let them go back to their homes.’

‘What about the camp?’ To me, this was far more important than women.

‘We destroyed it completely. Toppled the walls. They weren’t high like ours – no more than stone fences. We scattered the stones. No one will use it as a camp again. And that was it. Except for one more thing, your father’s idea, Caius. We piled the Saxon dead in one great pile, making sure they still wore their helmets and held their weapons. In days to come, any who find that pile of bleaching bones will know that these were Saxons and that they died in battle against a force far mightier than they.’

‘How many were there, Titus?’ Uther asked. ‘Did you count?’

‘Aye, a score more than three hundred. We had to assume that another large party had come in the night before, after the group we had watched arriving.’

Uther was impressed. ‘And you left three hundred dead men piled in one heap?’

‘A mountain of dead men, Uther Pendragon. That place will stench for the coming five years. But it will show any who look that there is no place for living Saxons in this land.’

I sat there, staring into the fire and trying to imagine a pile of three hundred dead men. How many bones would that make?

Change was afoot in our land in those years, and in the eyes of the leaders of our Colony, it was centred upon two increasingly urgent needs, food and weaponry. That first punitive expedition, coupled with one more, almost simultaneous event, marked the beginning of a new phase in the life of Camulod just as surely as had the other key events referred to in the chronicles of Caius Britannicus and Publius Varrus: the wedding of Varrus and Luceiia, which started the whole thing, the decision to fortify the hill behind the villa, the first meeting with King Ullic Pendragon, and the decision to mount our troops.

The other crucial event passed largely unnoticed by the common people of Britain. Only the Council of Bishops and the few remaining centres of government knew of it. A delegation of bishops, acting as messengers of the Church, had been dispatched early in the year in one of the last available fortified galleys to implore the Emperor Honorius to intercede on the Church’s behalf and send some regular troops to Britain to serve as a rallying point for the island’s defensive forces. The delegation returned the following spring, just about the time of our raid on the Saxon settlement, with the word of Honorius: Britain should arrange its own defences and not look to the Imperial Armies for help.

That message combined with the destruction of the Saxon settlement – Picus’s Raid, as it came to be known – forced the Councillors of Camulod to recognise that they could no longer maintain a policy of insularity in matters of defence. We had discovered the existence of the new Saxon base almost by accident and had dispatched an expedition to deal with a band of about one hundred and fifty hostiles. They had encountered a force of more than three hundred and had been almost too late to thwart the enemy presence on our threshold.

The lesson was obvious: in order to prevent the emergence of any similar threat so close to us, the Colonists of Camulod would have to extend their patrol activities beyond the Colony’s present perimeter. That meant an immense increase in the territory to be covered, for if Camulod was the centre of a circle, every mile pushed outward vastly increased the area contained within the protective circle. It was a grim predicament, but one that had to be accommodated; there was no other option. So the name of Camulod echoed through the land, as towns and villages that had never heard of the Colony were visited by patrols of disciplined troops. In this way the people learned that they were no longer alone and defenceless. They were warned to keep watch, and told how to find Camulod if they were in grave need of armed help.

One of the first results of this increase in people’s awareness of us was a dramatic influx of would-be Colonists, most of whom were totally lacking in the qualifications we demanded for admission to the Colony. They came in hundreds, seeking shelter, and in their hundreds we had to turn them away, not from callousness, but from necessity. Since we had started our Colony, we had developed an economy that centred upon food supply. We could eat only what we could produce and we were faced immediately with the impossibility of feeding everyone who came to us. Philanthropy and survival were not compatible for us. We threw up a cordon of guard posts around our lands for the sole purpose of turning away people whom we could not use. It was a terrible responsibility to place upon the men who staffed the posts, for it endowed them, in effect, with the power of life and death over everyone seeking entry to Camulod. I fear there were many who abused it, too: any woman will give her body in return for her life, and rare is the common soldier who can resist the sexual wiles of determined and desperate women, especially young, ripe women. We began to notice large numbers of nubile young women appearing in the Colony very soon after we threw up our cordon, and we had to take firm disciplinary steps to stop the flood, or at least slow it to a trickle.

The young men who came our way were all judged on their suitability as soldiers, for our increased commitments placed a greater strain on our military resources than on any other. My father was inexorable in his demands regarding these. Only the strongest were accepted right from the start, for he presumed, and was quickly proved correct, that we would have ample choice. The foot-soldier came back into his own very quickly in the new Camulod, for we soon ran out of horses for our new recruits. Within a year of the beginnings of this new policy, sub-garrisons had been established in half a dozen outlying camps at various distances from Camulod itself. These camps, as had the Roman camps four hundred years before, began to attract their own groups of Colonists dependent on the safety and the promise of life and strength the camps afforded them. Consequently, new fields were broken and sowed with new crops, and we were glad of the surplus supply. There were also many artisans who came to our gates carrying their tools and the secrets of their trades, and none of these were ever turned away. They had a demonstrable value and were happy to work for the common welfare in return for a secure home.

To my mind, however, the most significant change effected by Picus’s Raid was in the attitude of Ullic’s people to our ways. The action had been their first real taste of the concerted power of their mighty new longbows used in conjunction with disciplined infantry and cavalry, and they wanted more. But the fifty-four bowmen that Ullic had been able to provide for that expedition were the only ones he had, and any increase in their numbers depended upon the availability of suitable wood for new bows. The making of the great bows was handled by the ageing master bowyer Cymric, who had created the first of them, and by his two sons, and each bow was a unique work of art. The importance of the weapon, and of the tree that was its source, rapidly became the dominant force in Ullic’s whole kingdom. As his warriors learned its power, there was no need to tell them not to speak the name of the yew tree to others. It became sacrosanct almost overnight, from the day the first bow was completed, and this sacred inviolability contributed to the growth of the legend that sprang up around it.

As a tree, the yew fell within the religious provenance of the Druids, and within a short space of time every Druid who walked the land did so with the assistance of a seven-foot staff. Had anyone been curious enough to look, he might have noticed that all of these staves were remarkable in their similarity: all were of a length and thickness, and all were of yew. But no one did notice, and the Druids roamed the land, cutting their yew staves wherever they could find them, while in the hidden paths among the woods and hills, coverts of seedling yews grew untended, save that each would receive a passing Druid’s glance from time to time.

Ullic and Uric made a new law among their people. No man could own a bow. Each was custodian of one for a time, charged with its welfare and responsible for its condition while it was in his charge, and all men were required to be trained in its use, just as all men were required to be constantly on the lookout for straight ash saplings from which arrows could be made.

By the end of the second year after the Raid, Uric had a hundred and four longbows and five hundred trained bowmen, but he still could take no significant part in our military affairs. He had to keep his bows close to home, where they were needed for training, since the short bows his men had used in the past were no longer adequate. Just as the change to long-swords had required us to change our training techniques, so had the change to the new longbow dictated new terms of training to Ullic’s people. They were determined, however, to be ready for any emergency that might arise, so a chain of beacon towers, modelled upon the Roman watch towers, was set up to pass word quickly between our two communities.

In Camulod, Varrus and Equus kept their armourers at work constantly, forging the new long-swords for our mounted men and the old short-swords for the infantry, and once again apprentices were set to work turning out heavy shields for foot-soldiers. The whole of Camulod rang with the hammering of the armourers and the clashing sounds of drilling soldiers until people grew accustomed to the noise and oblivious to the constant clamour of military preparations.

Meanwhile, Uther and I grew older and stronger, and I combed my uncle’s books in vain for the question that would entitle me to learn his great secret.
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As those months grew into years there were times when I despaired of ever asking the correct question of my great-uncle. For three years I read and reread his notes and chronicles, and asked him every question that occurred to me. I learned a great deal about warfare and strategy and about history and the lessons of the past, and I learned even more about the character, wisdom and personality of my guardian. But I did not find the question that was the key to his greatest secret.

Then one day I noticed an inconsistency that had previously escaped me. In the beginning, it was no more than a niggling little doubt at the back of my mind, but its formless persistence annoyed me, and I worried at it for days before I went searching for the cause of it.

One cardinal rule governed Uther and me when we were in Uncle’s Armoury: we were welcome there, but we were forbidden to touch any of the treasures he kept there and forbidden under pain of banishment to indulge our boyishness in any form of horseplay. The rest of Camulod was open to us for high fun. That room was for study only. Most of the time, we had no trouble conforming to this rule, since there was always an adult around, but on one frightening occasion, Uther tripped me, just for fun, while I was carrying a heavy book. I fell, naturally, but I fell against the small table that held Grandfather Caius’s statue, the one that Uncle Varrus called the Lady. The table overturned and the statue hit the floor with an awful clang and clatter that appalled us both, since the great wooden doors to the Armoury stood open. Uther cursed and scrambled to set the table upright again, and I righted the statue, aware of its great weight – I had to really grunt to get it up high enough and Uther had to help me get it back onto the table – and aware also of the great gouge it had made in the polished wooden surface of Uncle Varrus’s precious floor. It seemed as big and as deep as a ravine, that gouge. I knew it would be seen, and there was no way it could be hidden. I thought of moving the entire table over to cover it, but the mark was a full stride away from where the table normally stood, too far for any casual relocation to pass unnoticed. We left everything as it was. I replaced the book I had been carrying and we scampered out of there as quickly as we could, expecting to hear adult voices challenging us at every step.

As it turned out, no one had heard the noise, and as the day passed, no one seemed to notice the mark on the floor. After our initial fright, we giggled together about the event, dramatising our shock and the risk of Uncle’s displeasure that we had incurred. Only that night, before I fell asleep, did I become aware of a tiny uncertainty, an anomaly, an infuriating, unidentifiable inconsistency in the back of my mind.

I was a pragmatic boy with an enquiring, logical mind. I did not like mysteries and I could not tolerate unresolved mysteries, so the next day I went over the entire scene in my mind, time and time again, just as it had happened. I had been carrying the book, Uther had tripped me, I had fallen against the table, then Uther righted the table, I wrestled the statue upright and together we lifted it and put it back in its place on the table. Then I had noticed the hole in the floor and panicked because it was so obvious. I had picked up the book, which had fallen open but was luckily undamaged, and replaced it where I had found it, and then we had both fled the room. So what was wrong? Why this uncertainty? The only thing that came to me, eventually, was the terrifying thought that the book had been damaged in falling and that I had not really taken note of the extent of the damage, dismissing it as insignificant beside the damage done to the floor. The more I thought about it, the more chilling the thought became. I knew how highly Uncle Varrus prized his books. To Uther they were unimportant, but I knew better. In truth, it was the gouge in the floor that was insignificant. If Uncle Varrus discovered that I had ruined, or even marred, one of his precious books because of a foolish boy’s irreverence, he might bar me forever from using them.

Filled with anger at Uther for his thoughtless stupidity and lack of respect, I ran from my own room to the Armoury. As I approached it, my uncle came striding out, his face white and pinched and angry looking, followed by an equally white-faced servant. I skidded to a halt as he came sweeping towards me and hung my head in shame to receive his wrath, but he ignored me, hurrying past as though I was not there. Hardly daring to believe my good fortune, I went into the empty Armoury and straight to the table that held the precious books. They were all still there, including the one I was looking for. It was one of Grandfather Caius’s books and I remembered thinking that day that I had not dipped into it in years, although I knew the entire text almost by rote. I reached for it and examined it minutely. It was absolutely unmarred; not a mark or a blemish anywhere.

Conscious of a feeling of great relief that I had been wrong and that nothing was amiss, I pulled over a stool, made myself comfortable, and opened the book at random, folding the heavy parchment sheets over the bindings that held them in place, and began to read of Grandfather’s doubts about the skystones and how they could have fallen from the sky in flames. And then my memory gave a leap and I closed the book with a bang and searched among the others until I found what I was looking for, and there were the words, written as I remembered them in Grandfather’s broad script:

…I reached to pick her up. ‘Careful, Caius! She’s heavier than you think,’ warned Publius. ‘Here, let me help you.’

Between the two of us we picked her up and carried her, with some difficulty, across the yard into the house and placed her in my dayroom on a table by the window…

There was the source of my mystery, the anomaly that had been plaguing me! I had no recollection of my grandfather, but Uncle Varrus was massively strong, and yet it had taken their combined strength to carry the statue ‘with some difficulty’ from the forge to the house. But Uther and I had picked it up from the floor, although admittedly not easily, and replaced it on the table. I knew I could carry it alone for some distance, given a strong first grip on it, and I had not the slightest doubt that Uther and I together could carry it as far as we wanted to. But Uther and I were three months short of twelve years old. Uncle Varrus and my grandfather had been grown men, big men, strong men, at the time my grandfather had been writing of. Even today, old as he was, Uncle Varrus had more strength than both Uther and I combined.

I rose slowly from my seat and crossed to the table where the statue stood and, reaching out my hand, I traced my fingertips across her cold surface, seeing in my mind other phrases that spoke of ‘generous curves’ and ‘ample’ breasts and buttocks. I thought of Occa and her large breasts, belly and buttocks. They were ample. But the word did not apply, as I understood it, to the Lady’s shape.

I heard a movement behind me and turned to see Uncle Varrus staring at me, an odd expression on his face that made me afraid again.

‘Uncle?’

He ignored me, turning slowly to walk from the room, and as he did so, I saw a streak of wetness on his cheek. The sight shocked me and I stood there gaping as I watched him walk away. I knew something bad had happened, and as soon as he had gone I went running myself to find out what was wrong. I met Uther in one of the corridors, running to find me and tell me the news. Equus, my uncle’s closest friend, had been found dead in the forge. He had been working alone, it seemed, when he died, and had fallen at his anvil. By the time they found him, the blade he had been working on was cold, but it had burned through his thighs to the bone before it cooled.

Uther turned and ran towards the stables as soon as he had blurted out his news, assuming that I would be at his heels, as keen as he to see whatever was to be seen, but I made no move to follow him. His excited words had immediately plunged me into a state of complete terror and overwhelming nausea, and I sank to the floor to huddle with my knees gripped tightly between my arms and the cold sweat of sickening fear fouling my hot skin.

I had dreamed Equus’s death two nights before, but his agony had been mine! My mind quaked with horror as I remembered, in awful detail, the excruciating pain that had consumed me and brought me screaming to wakefulness in the darkness of my room. A glowing, white-hot band of pain had fallen across my legs, searing my thighs and groin, and I had seen the smoke belching from the awful wound it caused and smelled the charring stench of my own cooking flesh.

I had long been plagued by such dreams. Indeed, I could not remember a time when I had not been disturbed by the formless memory of some nocturnal terror. They did not come often, but when they did, I awoke in horror, sickened to the point of vomiting and drenched with the sweat of abject fear. I seldom remembered any details, but invariably I suffered for hours afterward, racked with chills and cramps and painful nausea. And always, it seemed, formless as the dreams had been, they returned in splintered fragments to haunt me during my waking hours, unexpectedly recalled by some detail or incident that seemed to waken echoes in my soul and frightened me unreasonably.

Now it had happened again, but this time I could not deny the reality. Equus, the gentle, friendly giant, lifelong companion of Uncle Varrus, had died in just the manner I had dreamed! A series of images of Equus flashed through my mind, all of them portraying him as I had always known him, working alone with his beloved iron amid the smoke-hazed half-light of his smithy. Sparks showered upward from his hammer as he lovingly crafted the furnace-heated metal of sword and spearhead and ploughshare, and suddenly I saw him fall, dropping his pincers and their glowing contents, and again I felt the pain and smelled the stink of burning.

I do not know how long I crouched there in terrified solitude, but I arose at length and went out into the bright afternoon. No one sought to stop me, and I ran for miles, vainly trying to escape the terror I bore inside me. When I stopped at last, I sat beneath a tree and wept, shuddering with formless guilt, until the trembling in my limbs died down. And for a while I slept.

On my return to Camulod, however, I told no one what I thought, or what I felt, or what I had dreamed. People would have thought me mad. At times – on those few occasions when I could overcome my inner fears enough to think about my terrors for a brief spell – I, too, feared I might be mad. And so I made myself forget the entire incident. Only once more, when Uncle Varrus mentioned that Equus could have felt no pain, since his apoplexy would have rendered him unconscious, did I feel guilt and fear.

That episode marked the beginning of a tragic time in our household. The Druids say that deaths occur in threes and I must admit now, in my old age, that three has always seemed to me to be a potent number, endowed with mystical proclivities, and never more so than in this strangeness of deaths. Old Bishop Alaric, close and longtime friend of both my grandfather and Uncle Varrus, died in his sleep within three days of Equus and was found at the third hour of the morning. My great-uncle Ullic, Uther’s grandfather, also died within the month, his back broken in a fall from a rock. Throughout his life he had often sat on this rock, a boulder on a bare hillside from which he swore he could overlook his entire kingdom. I heard that he had risen to climb down from his seat and simply pitched over backwards as though his heel had caught on some projection, although none was there.

There was no gaiety in our house that winter and for a long, long time I had no other opportunity to speak to my uncle about the mystery of the statue. It was not until the springtime that I found myself alone with him again, and him in the frame of mind that might at last make allowance for my curiosity. It had been the kind of afternoon I had grown used to in the long winter months. Uncle Varrus had done no writing since the day Equus died, seeming content to sit unmoving by the fire, his eyes far off as though he were living elsewhere. His hair, even his beard, had turned white and he looked very old. I was reading that day, and Uther was about his own affairs, probably in the woods below with some girl. Aunt Luceiia had come into the room and I had half heard her fussing over my uncle. There had been a mention of ‘the boy’ and then I had been aware of her leaving.

Sometime after that, my uncle spoke. ‘What are you doing, Caius?’

‘Reading, Uncle.’ This was the first time he had spoken directly to me in months.

‘I can see that, boy. What are you reading? That’s what I want to know.’

‘Your books, Uncle. I was reading about your forge in Colchester.’ With a sinking feeling, I realised he would think immediately of Equus and feared he might withdraw into his thoughts again, but he surprised me.

‘And what about it? Why does that interest you?’

‘Well, I was reading again about how you found the dagger that your grandfather had made for you.’

‘Ah! The skystone dagger.’ He fell silent for a spell, thinking of it, then, just as I was thinking he had forgotten me, he spoke again. ‘It was beautiful, Caius, the most beautiful thing I had ever seen. Equus had hidden it, along with all the other treasures my grandfather had left for me. Poor Equus! I miss him, Cay. You never saw the dagger, did you?’

‘No. You buried it with Grandfather, when I was still a baby.’

‘Aye, that I did. It seemed fitting.’

‘Uncle?’

‘Aye? What is it?’

‘Why did you bury the dagger with Grandfather? It must have been very valuable.’ I was looking directly at him and was happy to see the fond, real smile that had been absent for so long from that beloved face.

‘You think it was wrong of me to bury the thing I had loved most in this world with the man I had loved most?’ He paused and considered that for a few moments. ‘Well, there are probably others who would agree with you.’ Again he paused. ‘I wonder if I can explain that to you. The dagger was a dream, Cay. A dream come true for my grandfather and for me. But Caius Britannicus had had a dream that came true, too.’

‘Camulod,’ I said.

‘Aye, Camulod. His Colony. That dagger of mine, with its mirror-bright blade, seemed to me to embody whatever it was that drove both your grandfather and me to make our dreams real. It was a shining proof that great and wondrous things, things miraculous, can spring from the minds of men. It pointed the way for both of us and led us to satisfaction. So, when he died, it seemed to me fitting that he should take it with him, wherever he might go, I buried it and him together and I have never regretted the impulse.’ He looked straight at me. ‘Does that make any sense to you at all?’

‘Yes, Uncle, it does, but I have a question to ask. May I ask it now?’

‘Of course! Since when do you need permission to ask questions?’

I made no comment on that, but pressed ahead with the question that had been puzzling me for months. ‘You know the statue? The Lady?’

‘The Lady of the Lake. What about her?’

‘Is she really made from a skystone?’

‘What do you think?’

‘I think she is. Your books, both yours and Grandfather’s, say that she is.’

‘So? Was that your question?’

‘No, not really, but…’ I grappled for the right words, now that I had my chance. ‘Do you remember the first night Grandfather Caius saw the statue in the forge?’

‘Very well. Why?’ He was lounging in his chair, watching me curiously, with one eyebrow raised.

‘Well, Grandfather Caius says in his book that it took both of you to carry it to the house that night.’

‘It did. She’s a heavy lady.’

‘She’s not that heavy now, Uncle.’ He sat up straighter, his expression changing, the blanket that had been around his shoulders slipping away unheeded. I gulped and charged ahead. ‘I knocked her over, one day, and picked her up and put her back on the table. She made a gouge in the floor, over there.’ I pointed to the spot, but he did not even glance that way.

‘So? What are you saying, boy?’

‘Just that if she’s … if the statue’s as heavy as Grandfather said it was, I shouldn’t be able to lift it.’

‘Perhaps he exaggerated a little. Is that all?’

‘No, Uncle, not all. Several times, in both of your books, each of you talks about the Lady as if she were much … fatter … bigger, somehow. That would have made her heavier.’ I fell silent and he looked at me very seriously.

‘I’ll ask you again, Caius. What are you saying to me?’

I felt a kind of panic. ‘I don’t know, Uncle Varrus. It just seems strange to me, that’s all. She should be bigger.’

His voice was very soft. ‘Caius, do you remember the day a few years ago when I told you I would be waiting for a certain question from you?’ I nodded, staring. ‘Well, you have almost asked me that question. Would you like to try to rephrase it?’

Suddenly I knew! The question lay in Grandfather’s book, not Uncle Varrus’s! My mouth was dry and my thoughts were racing. A thousand possible questions flashed through my mind and I rejected all of them, all save one, which I knew had to be exactly the right question. Yet I reviewed what I knew before committing myself to the asking of it. He had buried the skystone dagger with Grandfather Caius because, he said, his own dream had come true. He had smelted the skystone into the metal statue because, he said, he had not yet discovered the proper use for it. And now the statue was lighter, much lighter, if I could pick it up, and his greatest treasure was hidden in this room.

‘Uncle?’ His eyes snapped open, wide and alert. ‘What did you do with the rest of the skystone metal after you melted the Lady down again?’

There was a long silence before he rose to his feet and placed a hand on each of my shoulders. ‘Caius,’ he said, deep voiced, ‘there were times when I thought you would never ask me. I had begun to fear you would never see it, that I had covered my tracks too well. Bring me the wooden hammers.’

Mystified, but extremely excited, I went immediately to the far wall and took down the two wooden hammers he referred to. Of all the wonderful things in this great room, these were the most innocuous and I had asked about them long before. He had told me then that they were no more than mementos carved for him by an old friend, replicas of the hammers that he used in beating silver. As I retrieved them he strode across the room and closed the great doors, dropping the bar in place to lock them.

‘Bring them here.’ I crossed to where he stood in the middle of the floor. ‘Give me one of them.’ I did so. ‘Now stand there, opposite me. Move back, further. Now look down. What do you see?’

‘The floor. The end of a board. Like the one at your feet. The same board.’

‘What else?’

‘The studs that hold it in place.’

‘Put the end of your handle on the left stud.’ I did. It fitted perfectly. ‘Now push down, hard and steady.’ I felt my eyes grow wide as the stud sank into the floor and its neighbour in the opposite corner of the board rose out of its hole. ‘That’s enough! Now, take hold of the raised stud and lift.’

The board came out of the floor easily, revealing a long case of highly polished wood in the recess beneath. Carved into the lid of this box, about two-thirds of the way up its length from where I stood, a star was inlaid in silver, trailing long, arcing streamers of gold behind it. I stood gazing at it, seeing the significance of the symbol immediately and wondering what miracle might be contained beneath it.

My uncle interrupted my trance by leaning over to grasp the ends of a leather strap that lay on top of the case at his end. ‘Hey,’ he said, ‘this is only the case. Lift it out.’ I fumbled for the strap at my end and we lifted it together. It was not heavy. Balancing it between us, we carried it to the light and placed it reverently on a table top. I ran my fingertips through the dust that coated it, marvelling at the silken smoothness of the polished wood. ‘Hold the ridge on the bottom at your end.’

My fingers sought and found the ridge and then held it firm while he twisted something and pulled the cover free. A rush of blood to my head almost deprived me of my senses as I saw what lay inside. Of course, it was the Sword.

It lies here beside me as I write. Men have talked of it for years now, even the men who own this land today. Many search for it, and there are already people living in this land who doubt it ever was. No such Sword existed, they say, save in the minds of dreamers and minstrels. I could have told them that they were wrong, but they did not even know I was nearby, and had they seen me they would have killed me instantly, so I left them to their ignorance and their doubts.

Many eyes have seen this Sword, but none lives today, save only myself, who ever held it. It came into the lives of ordinary men in one moment of pure magic, and from that day forward, all men believed it to be truly magical, and I suppose it is, if the word magical means not of this earth.

I write of ordinary men and how the Sword came into their lives in a summer moment, so I must now, I suppose, think of myself as being extraordinary, since it came into my life fully thirty years and more before any other saw it. Mine were among the first eyes ever to gaze upon its beauty, and I was shown it by the man who made it, and I, myself, became the eventual Keeper of the Sword. That, I know, would make me extraordinary if nothing else did. My name is whispered in fear and awe today. Magician, they call me; sorcerer. That makes me extraordinary.

I have heard seven tales of my own death, and that, too, makes me extraordinary, for they were seven different tales of seven deaths and I sit here alive and alone, an aged man filled with the melancholy of long, friendless years, the fugitive guardian of the greatest treasure in the world. And I know that, should a band of raiders invade my refuge now, this instant, the sight of my old man’s face would send them screaming, fleeing from my sight. That makes me truly, in the worst way I could imagine, extraordinary. But on that day, I had no thought in my boy’s head of being extraordinary. I stood weak-kneed, gazing in slack-mouthed awe at the magnificence of the weapon that lay before me, cradled in a sculpted bed of brushed, unborn calfskin. I watched my uncle’s hand reach out and pluck it from its bed and I saw the reflections race along its blade as he raised it.

‘Sit. By the fire.’

I groped my way back to my chair, not daring to take my eyes away from the lethal beauty of that blade lest it should disappear. My uncle came and sat in his own chair across from me. He placed the point on the wooden floor between us and held the Sword upright, with the tip of his index finger pressing on the very top of the pommel so that I could admire all the lines of it.

‘Well?’ he asked me. I shook my head, for I had no words to say. My eyes could not comprehend the purity of that blade. It was almost colourless, and yet it was polished silver, smooth and unmarked and flawless. The light from the fire blazed from it in a way I had never seen. Not even the finest mirror of polished metal could reflect colour with such astonishing perfection.

‘Take it,’ my uncle said. ‘It won’t bite you, although it could. Be careful of the edge. It’s sharper than anything you’ve ever felt before. Go on, take it.’ I reached out and closed my hand around the hilt, feeling the texture of it against my palm as I drew the Sword towards me. My uncle’s face was split by an enormous smile, which I knew later to be the satisfied, ecstatic smile of the sublime artist and creator. ‘You like it?’

Again I could only shake my head. Gradually, I began to test it. It took the strength of both my arms to lift the point free of the floor, seated as I was, but then I reached the balance point and I felt its weight settle back into my grasp like a living thing.

‘It’s alive!’ I whispered. ‘What have you named it, Uncle?’

‘It’s called Excalibur.’

‘Excalibur?’ I repeated it, still whispering. ‘Excalibur! It is a beautiful name. And it is a beautiful sword.’

He laughed. ‘Aye, look at the hilt. You see that grey-black stuff covering the grip? That is the belly skin of a mighty fish. A shark. I had it sent to me years before you were born. A fisherman in Africa used to use it to wrap the handles of his knives. That skin will never slip in a man’s grasp, no matter how he sweats. It’s constantly firm and hard and never slippery. I bound it into place, as you can see, with wires of gold and silver intertwined into a net. It took me five months just to bind that hilt the way I wanted to.’

‘And this?’ I asked. ‘This cross-piece? How was it made? Is it silver? It’s different from the blade. How did you do it?’

‘It’s one piece, lad. A secret I learned from my own grandfather. Give it to me, let me show you.’ I handed the Sword back to him, and he held it up in front of him, admiring the lines of it as he continued speaking. ‘You know the making of a blade, any blade. What’s the main difficulty?’
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