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THE LEGEND OF THE SKYSTONE

Out of the night sky there will fall a stone

That hides a maiden born of murky deeps,

A maid whose fire-fed, female mysteries

Shall give life to lambent, gleaming blade,

A blazing, shining sword whose potency

Breeds warriors. More than that,

This weapon will contain a woman’s wiles

And draw dire deeds of men: shall name an age;

Shall crown a king, called of a mountain clan

Who dream of being drawn from dragon’s seed;

Fell, forceful men, heroic, proud and strong,

With greatness in their souls.

This king, this monarch, mighty beyond ken,

Fashioned of glory, singing a song of swords,

Misting with magic madness mortal men,

Shall sire a legend, yet leave none to lead

His host to triumph after he be lost.

But death shall ne’er demean his destiny who,

Dying not, shall ever live and wait to be recalled.


Prologue

I can remember the first time Arthur Pendragon ever called me by my name. He was not yet two years old and he could not pronounce it properly, but neither he nor I was displeased by the result. ‘Mellin,’ he called me, crowing with delight at his achievement, and ‘Mellin’ I remained until sufficient time had passed for him to master the new sound my proper name required, the letter ‘r.’

I can also remember the last time he called me by my name, starting up from the pallet where he lay and clutching at my arm, his startled eyes filled with dismay at the wrenching finality of the sudden internal rupture that tore away his life. ‘Merlyn—?’ he gasped, and he died there, with my name upon his lips.

Years have passed since that raw day, and I am still here, the sole survivor of the place men knew as Camulod, the sole repository, in all this land of Britain, of the knowledge that once flourished here and of the dreams a people dreamed of being free.

Solitude, of its essence, is a curse, for man was never meant to live alone, forced to shout out aloud from time to time merely to hear a human voice. I have been thinking about that for two days now, recalling conversations, arguments, debates and songs sung loud and sweet, and all my memories have shrunk to one word and two occasions: the first and last times that the King uttered my name.

Today, I believe, my name is unknown to men and women in this land. In other lands, I hope and pray, some few might yet live who think of me with fondness, in Eire and in Gaul, the land now of the Burgundians and the incoming hordes men call the Franks. Here in Britain, however, if any recall my name, it must be with fear and awe, for I was Merlyn, Sorcerer and Warlock, familiar of dark gods and darker mysteries. None lives today in all of this sad land who might think otherwise. They are all dead, those few who knew me well enough to see beyond the fear, all of my friends, all whom I loved.

And yet, self-pity set aside as being impotent and more of an indulgence than a vice in my life nowadays, I feel much gratitude that I am left alone and free to tend my task without hindrance. I have my tale to tell, and it is not yet done. And my tale has much to do with my name, for in the changes to my name have run the chapters of my life, and those of the King, Arthur.

When one is always alone, what else is there to study, save oneself? I thought to have long since abandoned the self-analysis that claimed so many of my younger years as vanity of the most egregious kind. One’s past deeds cannot be undone – their consequences are unalterable.

Throughout my life I sought to be decisive. Better a decision firmly made in error than an opportunity lost forever through vacillation, my father said, and I believed him. He taught me to weigh the evidence, to align it with hard, cold circumstance and then to base a firm decision on the weight of probability. That I have always done, or tried to do.

Even now, in recording my tale, I have asked myself how I could have been so blind, so callow, so at fault or so unquestioning at times. Yet in all the things I did, I was young, still learning, still full of hope and the vigour of youth. I knew what I desired and what this world required of me, for Arthur and for Camulod and for my own self. I saw the end, I firmly believed, and though I lacked the full means of achieving it I trusted yet in God, in life and in the rightness of my task to grant me time and trust and guidance in bringing our Dream to completion. At times, I erred, but seldom grievously.

My goals were simple, their realization complex: I had to bring a boy to manhood, teaching him to perform a task the like of which had never been set for any man before. I had to breed a kingdom from a single colony. I had to lead a people into a new age of hope and wonder. And I had to guard my life close-held to make all these things possible.

I knew none of this consciously while it was happening. I sought merely to offer counsel, to lead from one thing to another. I had no true awareness then of what I was about. I sought to do my duty, and my duty ruled my life. Overall I was successful. I blundered and I hesitated, but I learned with every step. In the end I saw my great success, then watched it vanish, wiped away by the heedless hand of God, and that of man. And I survived it all. For what? To write my tale for eyes that may never read my words? I will shun such despair and continue my chronicle.

On the day when this chapter of my story began – a day approached in trepidation and uncertainty – Merlyn the Sorcerer did not exist. The man who bore my name in those times was yet young, barely approaching his rich, middle years. I was Caius Merlyn Britannicus, Councillor and Legate Commander of the Forces of Camulod; Merlyn to all, and Cay or Caius to my intimate friends and family. My family had almost disappeared by then, reduced with the death of my aged aunt Luceiia Britannicus to one young child, both nephew and cousin, and one half-brother, Ambrose, the son of my father by another woman and a bare six months my junior. I had cousins, in Cambria, but they were distant, in all senses of the term. My friends and intimates were few, as most men’s are, but all of them were close by me that day…


PART ONE

Ravenglass


Chapter One

We stood together on the forward deck of a galley that moved slowly forward through a bright, still September morning, mere months after the murderous incident that had almost taken the life of one of our number and had subsequently forced us to flee from Camulod in search of the safety we ought to have enjoyed at home. The large, square sail sagged limp in the languid, early-morning breeze that wafted the fog softly from the surface of the bay into which we drew, dispersing its drifting wreaths into nothingness. The oarsmen who propelled the vessel did so cautiously, their eyes intent upon the boatmaster, Tearlach, who directed them with arm and hand movements, his own eyes fixed on the wharf that stretched to meet us.

I stood on the stern deck with the galley’s captain, Connor Mac Athol – Connor, Son of Athol, Son of Iain. Connor’s father was the King of the Scots of Eire, the people whom the Romans had called the Scotii of Hibernia, and Connor of the Wooden Leg, as his men called him, was the king’s admiral in the Southern Seas. I followed his gaze now to where two other galleys, one of them dwarfing its consort, lay already moored at the long wooden pier, on the side farther from us. They were unmistakable – warships like the one in which we rode, sleek and deadly in their aggressive lines – and I could tell from Connor’s face that they were not his. They seemed to be deserted, their massive booms angled at the tops of their masts and their sails furled and bound. Beside them, the score or so of fishing boats that shared the anchorage, at that main wharf and at the smaller pier built to the south, seemed tiny. I glanced back to Connor.

‘Whose are they?’

His face betrayed nothing of what he thought, but his tone betrayed tension. ‘They are Liam’s. The Sons of Condran.’

‘What will you do?’

‘Nothing. Ignore them. Then leave before they do.’

‘That one is huge, larger than this.’

‘Aye, it ships forty-eight oars to our thirty-six. That’s Liam’s own galley.’

‘And? Will you fight them?’

His features creased in a wintry little smile. ‘Probably, but not here. Not in Ravenglass. This is neutral ground.’

‘Forgive me, I don’t understand. What does that mean?’

He turned his head now to look at me. ‘Simply what it says. This is the only harbour in the entire north-west where ships can call and provision themselves in safety. It has always been that way, since the day the Romans built the fort. All warfare ceases once a ship enters this bay, otherwise it is denied entry. The fort, there, as you can see, is walled and occupied. It can’t be taken from the sea, nor can it be surprised from overland, so it sits inviolate and inviolable, and all men use it as a base for gathering provender. We’ll rub shoulders with Liam’s men inside the town, but we’ll ignore them, as they will ignore us. If any trouble does break out, the party causing it will be denied re-entry in the future. No trouble ever surfaces within the town.’ He smiled again. ‘Of course, when two groups such as ours meet here, it creates a certain tension when the time arrives to leave.’

‘How? You mean there’s an advantage to being the first to leave?’

‘Aye, there is. The same advantage that the smith has over the iron he works. He may swing his hammer as hard as he wishes, and the iron is pressed flat against the anvil. The coast becomes the anvil when you are the last ship out.’

‘But you have three ships to their two.’

‘I do, and that may make the difference. We’ll see.’

He turned his head now, his eye seeking Tearlach, and then he nodded and returned to the side rail, where he leaned forward, his attention focused closely on the spot we would occupy here in the harbour called Ravenglass. It was clear to me he had dismissed me from his mind for the time being, absorbed now in the berthing of his long, sleek craft, which had borne us swiftly and effortlessly northward. We had skimmed around the coast of Cambria from the estuary south of it by Glevum, skirting Anglesey, the sacred Isle of the Druids, to seaward before swooping back to the coastline, driving north-east again to where the rugged coast of the region known as Cumbria waited to receive us, across from the humped shape on the horizon that Connor called the Isle of Man.

Accepting that other priorities had claim on him, I turned away and looked towards the prow, where my own party stood gazing forward as raptly as Connor to the new land ahead of them. These were my friends, my family and all my world, now that we had left Camulod behind us in the distant south. Others there were who had set out with us, and those were split between the two galleys that rode as escorts at our rear, but these eleven were my special ones.

The youngest of the men, a giant who towered a hand’s width over even me, was twenty-four years old and brother to the galley’s captain, Connor, although no stranger would ever have taken them for such. Where Connor was black-haired, blue-eyed and dark of skin in the pure Celtic way, his younger brother Donuil was fair-skinned and light-haired. His face was clean-shaven in the Roman style, like my own, and his eyes seemed to change from brown to green, depending on the light.

Connor was no small man. He was above average height, huge in the shoulders and deep through the chest. Great, sweeping moustaches drooped below his chin, emphasizing the thickness of his neck, a solid pillar of muscle, and directing attention to the heavy torc, an ornate, intricately worked chieftain’s collar of solid gold, that encircled it. Yet even Connor appeared small when seen beside his younger brother. Donuil’s great height – he stood a full head taller than most full-grown men – combined with the graceful proportions of his physique to belie the true bulk of the man. His shoulders were broader than his brother Connor’s, yet seemed slighter; his chest was larger, yet seemed not so deep; and he seemed slender where his brother appeared broad and bulky – all due to his height.

Looking at Donuil now, and seeing the ease with which he stood, one arm about the waist of his wife, Shelagh, as they gazed together at the scene ahead of them, I wondered again, as I had a hundred times, about the influence this clan of aliens, this single family of Scots, had exerted upon my life.

Athol Mac Iain had not lacked progeny. All of them had, however, been born in Eire, far from where I had grown up in Camulod, ignorant of their existence. One of them, his youngest daughter, Deirdre, whom I knew as Cassandra, had become my wife and had been killed while pregnant with my child. Long before her death, however, her brother Donuil had become my hostage, captured in war and held against his father’s promise of non-intervention in our ongoing conflict with the warlord Gulrhys Lot of Cornwall. None of us knew of the link that bound us until I eventually brought my wife home to Camulod and Deirdre and Donuil were reunited, each stunned by the other’s reappearance.

Another sister, Ygraine, had been wedded to my archenemy, Gulrhys Lot, to bind the early alliance between her father’s people and Cornwall. Angry and disgruntled at the treatment she had endured from her inhuman spouse, she willingly fled with my cousin Uther Pendragon during a long campaign, and the two became enamoured of each other, producing a bastard son. It was I who later found Ygraine on a lonely beach on the Cornish coast, being violated by a man who was wearing my cousin’s armour, stripped from Uther’s corpse. I held her as she died, and I barely managed to rescue her infant son, Uther’s son. I leaped aboard the boat where he lay crying and drifted with it, helpless, out to sea, where we were found by yet another brother, Connor, dispatched by his father the king to meet Ygraine and bring her safely home to Eire. That same boy, Arthur Pendragon, my lifetime charge, now stood by his Uncle Donuil’s side, peering towards the land.

Remembering, I shook my head again at such a host of wild improbabilities. But I no longer thought or sought to question them. I am a Christian, by birth and upbringing, but I am also a Druidic Celt, trained by my mother’s people, the Pendragon of Cambria. The Celtic half of me has always believed in fate and the inevitability of things decreed by minds greater than human. The Christian, Roman-British half of me, thanks to my great-aunt Luceiia Britannicus, has come to believe the same: some things are meant to be and will come to pass, despite the blinking disbelief of humankind. That thought brought a smile and a stirring of goose-flesh as I stared forward now to the wooden wharf that drew closer with every gentle stroke of the oars, for there stood the crowning proof of what I had been thinking.

The man who slew Uther Pendragon and stripped him of his armour was a man I had met before – an enemy, but not a mortal foe. I believed him when he told me he had not known Uther’s identity when he killed him. His surprise at learning he had slain Uther Pendragon was too genuine to doubt. And so, sickened by the carnage I had seen throughout the final battles of the campaign in Cornwall, I made no effort either to fight him or to detain him that day. I simply watched him ride away unscathed. His name was Derek, and he called himself the king of Ravenglass. Now, many years later, I recognized him easily among the crowd thronging the wharf.

The great galley slid smoothly to the side of the long, wooden pier, propelled by one last sweep of its thirty-six oars. The oarsmen brought their long sweeps up in unison, scattering drops of water inboard as they held the oars briefly at the vertical then brought them down, blades forward, lowering them hand over hand with the skill of long usage and dropping them in overlapping rows along the sides of the craft, atop the rows of benches. Two men crouched at prow and stern, poised to throw mooring ropes to eager hands waiting on the wharf. Four others hung far overboard, positioning great pads of hempen cushions to protect the vessel’s side against damage from the barnacle-encrusted timbers of the pier. The galley slowed, its forward motion bleeding away with the dying impetus of that final thrust until it barely moved through the water, and a stillness fell as everyone waited. Then came a gentle nudge as ship met moorings. Ropes flew outwards and were seized by willing hands, and an involuntary roar of approval came from the watching crowd, which surged forward in welcome. Crewmen leaped down onto the dock to secure the heavy gangplank, which was already rearing high above the galley’s side, hoisted by ropes and pulleys from the recessed well in the central causeway that housed it. Momentously, ponderously, one end swung outward over the rail and was lowered gently to the dock where, in moments, it was safely grounded and secured by the waiting crewmen.

Satisfied that his vessel was securely berthed, Connor turned away from the rail and moved towards me, walking effortlessly despite the carved and tapered wooden cylinder that had replaced his right leg from the knee down. He was smiling, taking no notice now of the crowd bustling on the wharf.

‘Well, Yellow Head,’ he said to me, ‘I’m first ashore, by custom, so you have a few moments to collect your thoughts.’ His smile broadened. ‘This is the worst part for me – the transition from ship to shore, from sea legs to land legs. It’s bad enough on two feet.’ He stamped his peg leg against the decking. ‘I’ve ended up on my arse more than a few times. You’ll notice that my men take care not to look at me until I call to them.’ He shook his head, his smile now one of self-deprecation. ‘I’ll see you over there.’

As he spoke, a rope came swinging, apparently out of nowhere, and he raised his hand to seize it, almost without looking. I spun to see whence it had come, and almost before I’d had time to realize that it dangled from the same pole that had hoisted the gangplank out from the ship, Connor had grasped the rope in both hands and quickly placed his foot in the loop at the end of it. Immediately, he was snatched upward, swinging smoothly out and over the side to be lowered gently to the dock. There he removed his foot from the loop and stood slightly spread-legged, retaining his hold on the rope, which remained taut, until he had achieved balance.

I glanced around me, and it was true: none of his fierce-looking crew was watching him. A moment longer he stood there, swaying slightly, and then he released the rope.

‘Take it, Sean!’ he roared, and it swung inboard again as the captain turned towards the onlookers on the shore, who had watched all of this with curiosity. He threw his arms wide in a gesture of triumph and greeting and was immediately engulfed in a crowd of welcomers.

Now the galley was suddenly filled with the moving bodies of the oarsmen, who normally sat in serried, disciplined ranks for hours on end, working or resting. Released from their oars, they appeared to fill the ship beyond its capacity as they crowded towards the gangplank in a noisy, undisciplined tide. I could see there was no point in attempting then to walk the length of the vessel to my own party on the foredeck, so I resolved to wait and go ashore with my people at the end of the exodus and with a modicum of dignity. As the thought occurred to me, I heard Tearlach, the boatmaster, call to me.

‘Merlyn! Come you forward now and we’ll clear a way for you.’

I shook my head, smiling at him and holding up my hand. ‘No, Tearlach, not yet. Let the men go first. I have to talk with the boy before we leave the ship.’

Tearlach shrugged and shook his head. ‘Please yourself,’ he muttered, and he swung away to start shouting more orders.

I turned my eyes back to the crowded wharf, seeking the man who called me ‘Yellow Head,’ but my view of him was obscured by the oarsmen filing down the gangplank, their brightly coloured Celtic clothing ablaze in the early-morning sunlight and their weapons and armour glittering and gleaming where they caught the light. These men were warriors, with a wildness in their looks and in their bearing that boded ill for any who might seek to bar their way. And yet it was evident from their demeanour that they were at ease, that this was not their first time here. None sought to flee their presence, and there were many, indeed, who greeted individuals by name and bade them welcome.

As the crowd swirled upon itself, Connor’s head came into view again and I found him looking at me. He nodded, raising one hand to me casually, unseen by his companion, Derek of Ravenglass himself, who stood with his back to me. Another group moved down the gangplank and my view was obscured again. I glanced to my left, into the body of the ship, and saw that fully half the men had gone ashore and that I could now begin to make my way towards the prow. I set off, moving slowly along the central causeway, pausing occasionally to allow crewmen to pass in front of me from one side of the vessel to the other.

Ahead of me, the oldest member of our group, my closest friend, Lucanus, watched me and nodded, one eyebrow raised sardonically in an amused half-smile as I approached.

‘Well,’ he murmured as I reached him, ‘Derek of Ravenglass has weathered the years well since Verulamium. A bit stouter, much greyer, but I recognized him instantly. Has he seen you yet?’

‘No. Connor has managed thus far to keep him from looking up here, but he will not be able to for much longer. I had best get down there.’

‘Hmm. Are you sure you would not like me to come with you?’

‘Quite sure, but thank you. I must go alone. Whatever comes of this visit must take place between him and me. I want no other eyes or ears there in the first few moments.’

‘So be it, then.’ Luke’s eyes were on the crowded scene below. ‘But bear in mind, my friend, that if he refuses it will be a setback we are already prepared to take in stride. The arrangements are in place for us to travel onward if we must.’

‘Aye, but let’s hope we need not travel so far, Luke. Arthur!’

At my call, the boy stopped what he was doing and turned towards me instantly, his large, wide-set eyes reflecting golden in the low-angled, early-morning sun. I beckoned, and as he reached my side I nodded towards the wharf. ‘I’m going ashore to speak with the man talking to your Uncle Connor. He is the king I told you about, and he may wish to meet you, since he met your father once. In the meantime, whether he does or not, I want you to wait here patiently and behave like a grown man. Will you do that for me?’

The boy smiled at me, showing far more maturity than his eight years might indicate. He said nothing, merely nodding his head.

‘Good lad!’ I ruffled his hair and made my way directly to the gangplank, aware of all their eyes watching me. I was aware, too, of the spring of the down-sloping passageway beneath my feet, and of the fact that the press of bodies on the wharf had thinned out greatly. But with all of my being I was aware of the broad shoulders and imposing height of the man Derek, who stood with his back to me, waving an arm to emphasize what he was saying to Connor.

As I drew near them, Connor grinned at me over Derek’s shoulder, then stretched out a hand to grasp the other’s arm, silencing him.

‘Your pardon, Derek,’ he said, smiling still. ‘I have brought a good friend with me, whom I believe you know already.’

Arrested in mid-word, Derek of Ravenglass swung around to face me, and I watched as a series of expressions swept rapidly across his face: puzzlement, followed quickly by recognition, surprise and finally a close-guarded look I could not define. I saw suspicion there, and a hint of fear or defiance.

‘The Dreamer,’ he said, frowning.

I nodded. ‘Merlyn Britannicus.’

‘Aye, I remember. Cornwall, by way of Camulod. The first time we met, you used another name.’

‘I did. Ambrose of Lindum.’

‘That was it. You’re Roman.’

‘No,’ I shook my head. ‘No more than half, and that in name alone. I’m British.’

‘British, what’s that?’ The scorn in his question made it plain that Derek was far from intimidated by my sudden reappearance.

I shrugged. ‘The other half of me is Celt, like you. The combination makes me British, since I am neither one nor the other, yet was born here in Britain.’

‘You’re a talker, I recall that from our first meeting, when we were on the road to join Lot’s army.’

‘You were on the road for that purpose. We merely rode along with you.’

‘Aye, you did, then disappeared.’ He paused. ‘Your physician paid me gold to take your wounded through the meeting place that time, to safety beyond Lot’s army.’

That was true. He had taken the gold, but then had failed to fulfil his end of the bargain in entirety. That no ill had befallen our people had been due only to Lucanus’s quick thinking on that occasion. I knew I would have to speak with care here if I were to avoid aggravating the situation by stirring up feelings of guilt on his part.

‘What was his name, that physician of yours?’

‘Lucanus.’

‘Aye, Lucanus. Did he survive?’

‘He did, with all his men and wagons.’

‘Ah, he did. Good, that pleases me. I’ve often wondered about that.’

This was not what I had expected. I had been attempting to analyse his tone, listening for signs of truculence or real hostility.

‘What do you mean?’ I asked.

He looked me straight in the eye, then sniffed, glancing sideways at Connor.

‘It was a foul-up, all around.’ He cleared his throat. ‘We came to Lot’s gathering place without problems, but instead of proceeding clear through, we had to stop when I was summoned to a meeting of commanders. Some fool had seen us coming and passed the word that I had arrived. We left your people on the outskirts of the encampment – couldn’t very well take them with us, right into Lot’s camp, could I? Anyway, the gathering was enormous, and I rode on in with my men to find the rest of our contingent, most of whom had come down the coast by water, ferried by Lot’s galleys.

‘As things turned out, Lot wasn’t there and never did appear, and one thing led to another and I couldn’t get back that night – held in a so-called planning session all night long. A dog-fight was what it was, more than anything else. With Lot away, everyone wanted to be a general, even though most of them couldn’t find a latrine if they were standing in it. Later that evening, when I finally realized how things were going to be, I sent some of my people back to find yours and lead them on through, but by the time they reached the spot where we had left them, your people were all gone. No sign of them at all. My own men thought nothing more of it, and I didn’t hear of it until the following day. Didn’t know what to do then. I asked some questions but found no answers, and I didn’t want to be too specific. I heard nothing about any disturbance or fighting or disagreements over wagons, and so I let it go. But I’ve often wondered what happened to them, how they got away.’

I was smiling by this time, feeling much relieved. ‘Why don’t you ask Lucanus how he did it? He’s here, on the galley.’ I nodded towards where Lucanus stood on the foredeck, watching us. When he saw the astonishment on Derek’s face, Luke smiled and nodded a greeting.

‘Well I’m damned,’ Derek muttered. ‘And there’s that other one, too, the one who rode with you. The big Scot.’

‘That is my brother Donuil,’ Connor said.

‘Is it, by all the gods?’ Derek turned back to us, his eyes moving from me to Connor and back to me. ‘Why are you here, Merlyn the Dreamer? What do you want from me?’

‘Nothing that may not be within your power to grant or to withhold,’ I responded, smiling and shrugging my shoulders. ‘Food and lodgings, for the night at least, for me and mine, and perhaps sanctuary.’

‘Sanctuary?’ He frowned as he repeated the alien sounds. ‘I don’t know that word.’

‘It means shelter, respite.’

‘Respite from what? Or from whom?’ He glowered now at Connor, his face clouded with suspicion. ‘There will be no trouble here. You know Liam, Condran’s admiral, is here?’

Connor nodded. ‘Coincidence,’ he said. ‘Nothing to do with anything. Liam has never seen or heard of Merlyn, and is no part of his cares. The rules apply, as always.’

‘Hmm.’ Apparently mollified, Derek looked back at me. ‘So? Respite from whom?’

I shrugged. ‘It is a long story – not long in the telling, but complex. I would be happy to tell it to you.’

‘Hmmph.’ He looked away again, towards the galley. ‘You have women with you, and children. How many?’

‘Twelve, counting myself, aboard the galley.’

‘Aboard the galley … and elsewhere?’

I indicated the two escort galleys that held their place outside the harbour. ‘Six more, split between the other vessels.’

‘Why do they stand off like that, Mac Athol? Afeared of the Sons of Condran?’

Connor smiled and shrugged his great shoulders. ‘Not since they learned to stand on two legs. Simple courtesy, my friend. We had no knowledge of the enemy’s presence until we arrived, but it makes no difference here. They merely wait to be invited to enter. Three galleys at one time might have seemed too much like an invasion.’

‘Aye, well, signal them in. They are yours, and therefore welcome. Feargus, is it?’

‘Aye, and Logan.’

Derek spoke again to me. ‘The hospitality, for a night at least, presents no difficulty. It would have been extended anyway. Further, I’ll not commit. But your story should be interesting.’ He paused. ‘Tell me, do you still dream?’

‘From time to time,’ I answered, smiling. ‘I dreamed of you less than four weeks ago. That is why we are here.’

He sighed deeply. ‘I was afraid you would say something like that.’

‘I saw you wearing Uther’s armour,’ I said. ‘Do you still have it?’

‘I do.’ His voice was level.

‘When did you last wear it?’

‘Not since I returned home, after we last met. I had my belly filled with war, and I thank the gods I’ve not had to take a sword in my hand since then. Why do you ask?’

‘Is it in good condition?’

‘Aye, perfect. I could strap it on again today if the need arose. Is that likely?’

My smile widened to a grin and I shook my head. ‘No, but I might like to buy it back from you some day, were you willing to sell it.’

He gazed at me for some time, sucking on the inside of one cheek, before he responded. When he did, his voice was thoughtful. ‘Some day, you say? And how far off might that day be? I warn you, it could make a difference to my decision and to my price.’ He glanced back towards the galley and then nodded to me. ‘Bring your people ashore and come you with me. One of my men will conduct them to a place where they can rest and clean themselves. We have a Roman bathhouse here, if they would like to use it.’

‘You mean a working bathhouse?’

‘You think I’d offer you a broken one?’ The big man was glaring at me from beneath lowered brows, but I saw the glint of humour in his eyes. ‘Should I be thinking now you are surprised to find we might be clean, or clever enough to maintain a furnace, even though its Roman owners are long gone?’

‘No, by all the old gods,’ I demurred, straight-faced. ‘Such thoughts would never have occurred to me.’

‘Hmm. Well, bring your people off.’

I beckoned to my party on the galley and they gathered together immediately, moving towards the landing planks, already prepared to disembark. Connor cupped his hands and called to Tearlach, bidding him summon Feargus and Logan inshore. As men began moving about, preparing the signal to the waiting galleys, the first of my group, Dedalus and Lucanus, stepped onto the wharf together and made their way to us, followed by the others.

‘Lucanus,’ I greeted him. ‘Derek remembers you from the road to Aquae.’

‘As I do him,’ Luke answered, smiling slightly. ‘You look well, Derek, little changed in twelve years. Who would have thought you and I would ever meet again?’

‘Not I, but you are welcome here, Physician. Merlyn tells me you brought all your people home, that time, even without my help.’ His eyes moved from Lucanus to Dedalus. ‘Derek of Ravenglass,’ he said, nodding.

‘Dedalus,’ the other answered, nodding in return. ‘I am a friend of Merlyn’s.’

‘Aye, from Camulod. I can see that. You’re no physician.’

Ded’s mouth quirked into a half-smile. ‘No, I’m a centurion, but not from Rome.’

The others had joined us by that time and I introduced each of them, including the boys, to the king, their host at least for the night, and told them that arrangements would be made for all of us. Derek had been joined by a man whom he introduced to us as Blundyl before instructing him on the housing and distribution of our group. When he had finished, Derek took me by the arm.

‘Come. You and me. Blundyl will see to the others for now. I want to talk to you.’

He walked away immediately and I followed him, exchanging expressionless looks with Lucanus and Shelagh as I went. We walked the full length of the wharf, apparently ignored by all, except that I was conscious of a curiosity in many of the people, who took pains to show no awareness of our passing.

Once through the portals in the central gate-tower of the western wall, I found myself in a Roman fort the like of which I had never before seen. It was a standard cohortal fort, built to house and maintain a garrison of five to six hundred men. I had been in several similar places over the years, all of which had been in varying stages of ruin and decay. Most of them had been abandoned and deserted many years before the start of the legions’ withdrawals from Britain, during my father’s boyhood. Compelled by harsh economies, thanks to a total lack of reinforcements from beyond their shores, the central garrisons of the province were being remanned and reinforced at the expense of lesser, more outlying forts. Such had not been the case, though, with Glannaventa, as this fort had been called. A garrison had occupied this place right up until the final days of the withdrawals, during my own boyhood, and because of the importance of the natural harbour, the place had been reoccupied by the local folk the moment the legionary garrison abandoned it. It was like stepping backwards into the time when, in forts like this all over Britain, the life of the country was maintained and closely governed in good order.

All of the barracks buildings that had housed the garrison were still in use and still in good repair, their log walls tightly mortared and their tiled roofs free of moss, betraying no sign of rot or sagging. A number of new doors in the long walls indicated that they were occupied today by families, rather than by military squads. These buildings, six of them, each constructed to accommodate close to a hundred men plus their centurions, were laid out laterally in two blocks of three. Behind each block, looking very similar to the barracks buildings but serving another purpose altogether, were two more long, low buildings, dedicated to the service of the troops and housing smithies, tanneries and a variety of other manufactories. One block of four of these buildings lay on each side of the wide central road that joined the main gate behind us to the east gate in the opposite wall more than three hundred paces distant, and the eight of them completely filled the front half of the fort, the Praetentura, the section that lay closest to the main source of enemy attack. In the case of Glannaventa, that source had been the western sea.

Now, as we walked swiftly along the straight, wide avenue towards the stone-built central buildings that had once housed the garrison’s administrative centre, I stared about me avidly, curious to learn all that I could about the life Derek’s people lived here in this ordered place. Derek himself was striding ahead of me, immersed in his own thoughts. As he drew abreast of the end of the last barracks block, I lengthened my stride to catch up to him.

‘I’m impressed,’ I said. ‘You modified the barracks into family units.’

He looked at me and then beyond me to the building on my right. ‘Aye,’ he growled. ‘That was a nuisance at first, until it became clear we had to do it properly. At first it was a haphazard thing, people doing what they wanted to do, whether they were capable or not. Then others started carping because some people had more space than they had, and that was true, but it seemed there was nothing to be done by then. And then one fool ripped out a wall and brought down an entire building – killed four people. That’s when I decided something had to change, and the changes had to be according to a plan.’

He stopped, abruptly, and turned to look back the way we had come. ‘That one there,’ he said, indicating the second building on our right. ‘That’s the one that collapsed. Never know it now, would you?’ He did not wait for an answer. ‘After that, I put every builder in the place to work, systematically. Some of them, most of them in fact, had worked for the Romans, so they knew what was required and how to do what needed to be done. We gutted the interiors, divided them equally with new walls, cut doors in the outside walls and turned each building into housing units for twelve families. No more problems after that.’

‘All the units are the same size? What about the centurions’ quarters, on the ends here? They look larger.’

‘They are. What of that?’

I shrugged. ‘You said you had no problems. How did people decide who lived where?’

He spat into the road. ‘They didn’t. I decided, and no one argued. I’m king here.’ He turned on his heel and began to walk again. ‘Most of the people who live in these buildings are our best artisans and their families. Their workshops are here, too, in these last two buildings, courtesy of Roman efficiency – smithy and foundry, cobblery, barrel-maker’s cooperage, carpenter’s yard, pottery and tilemaker, stonemason’s yard. All in one location, everything the garrison needed. Clever whoresons, the Romans. I could see no point in not using these places for ourselves.’

We had now arrived at the central rectangular space containing the three main buildings of this and every other Roman military installation: the commandant’s house, the headquarters building and the central granaries and storage warehouses known as the Horrea. These stone buildings sat apart from all others, isolated by the main lateral roadway, the Via Principalis, which crossed in front of them, and the second-largest street, the Via Quintana, at the rear. Since time immemorial, these two lateral streets had divided the interior of every Roman military camp, regardless of size, into the front half, the Praetentura, and the rear half, the Retentura. ‘That’s where I live.’ Derek pointed his thumb towards the massive commandant’s house.

‘The Praetorium? You live there?’

‘It is my house.’

‘Aye, I suppose it is. You are the king.’

I examined the Praetorium as we approached it, but could see little to indicate that it was a king’s house now rather than a Roman commander’s. High walls surrounded it, pierced by one large, central double portal, the doors of which stood open but were cloaked in shadow. I could see no guards anywhere and reflected that this king must have no need of such.

We cut diagonally across the main road in front of the king’s house and he led me into the building flanking it, the former Principia, or garrison headquarters block. This had changed greatly since the legions left. It had been built originally around an open quadrangle containing a fountain, with the main entrance facing the cross-street. The principal part of the building, at the rear, occupied more than a third of the total area of the block and had once housed the garrison’s most precious properties: the regimental chapel where the standards, colours and battle honours were stored, the regimental paymaster’s vaults and the personnel records office of the regimental clerk. This part of the headquarters block also contained the tribunal briefing room where the officer commanding, down through the centuries, traditionally received his staff at formal meetings, addressing the assembly from the rostrum of the tribunal at the far right of the long room.

The building’s open quadrangle had once been the off-duty domain of the garrison’s officers. Wide colonnaded walkways on both sides and on either side of the main entrance gave access to a series of lesser offices around the building’s exterior. Some time within the past three decades, after the departure of the Romans, the open space of the quadrangle had been roofed, leaving only a large rectangular hole in the centre to vent the smoke from the enormous firepit that had replaced the obligatory ornamental fountain in the open yard. Great beams of hand-hewn oak now spanned the space, supporting a second framework, less massive, that reared above them to hold a peaked and gabled roof of heavy thatch, open around the overhanging eaves to permit the passage of air among the rafters. This roof was intricately built, evidently engineered and erected by a master carpenter, but I thought it a pity that it should shut out much of the light along with most of the bad weather. Gazing up at it, it struck me as the local equivalent of King Athol’s Great Hall in Eire.

All of this I saw as I strode at Derek’s heels, for he made no attempt to play the guide for me. Matching him step for step, I followed him as he swung right, up to the colonnaded walk, and proceeded to the first door on his left. The bottom half of this door was closed, a hinged flap on its back raised to form a broad counter behind which stood a man evidently on duty of some kind. As Derek spoke with him, exchanging muttered greetings, I edged forward curiously to peer into the dim room at his back. It was a spartan place, bare of furnishings, with high, deep shelves lining every wall.

‘Weapons,’ Derek grunted. I stared at him blankly. ‘Your weapons, take them off. They stay here until you leave.’

‘What, all of them? Am I to go unarmed among strangers?’

‘Aye, along with everyone else, so you won’t be lonely. That’s the law in Ravenglass – no weapons. This room is for your people. Condran’s crowd left theirs in a room on the other side. If someone else arrives while you are here, there’s place for their things, too.’

I had already loosened my swordbelt, catching it up and wrapping the loose ends around the scabbards of my long sword and my dagger. ‘How long has that law been in place?’

‘Ever since this port was opened up to passing ships after the Romans left. It saves a lot of strife and bloodshed.’

‘I’m sure it does, but don’t you find enforcing it to be a little … hazardous?’

His teeth flashed in a tiny, swift grin. ‘No, not at all. You don’t want to comply, you leave, assisted or otherwise, and you don’t come back.’

I could only shake my head as I passed my bundled weapons over the counter to the custodian. ‘Different,’ I muttered.

‘Healthy,’ the king responded. ‘Come on, then.’

He led me once more through the courtyard to the main entrance, where he turned sharply and made his way between the walls bordering his own house on our left and the headquarters building on our right. We emerged on the other cross-street, the old Via Quintana, which we crossed to continue moving towards the eastern gate now visible ahead of us. In this portion of the fort, too, most of the buildings had been converted into living quarters, although I could smell fresh-baked bread and other delicious aromas which spoke of the enterprises being pursued here. I noticed another stone building, close by the rear wall.

‘Is that a hospital over there?’

‘It was, but there’s no need of it now, and no surgeons to use it. It’s more living quarters.’

‘What about the stables? What happened to them?’

‘Outside the walls, now. We needed the living space.’

We were close to the rear wall now, and I looked up to the empty parapet walk between the turrets. ‘You don’t post guards up there?’

‘Against what? My people are farmers. They have their fields to tend, beyond the walls, and the only threat to us would come from the sea.’ He nodded towards the distant mountain peaks that reared up inland. ‘We have the Fells, there, at our back, and only one road through them, impassable in winter and easily held, if need be, in the summer. We have no need of guards. I told you, I have not had a sword in my hand since I came home, seven years ago.’

‘Seven? It was eight years ago we parted, and you were homeward bound then.’

‘Aye, I was, and it took me the better part of a year to walk from there to here. I lost my horse soon after you and I parted company.’

We passed through the double gates in the eastern tower, and I stopped dead in my tracks.

‘What’s wrong?’ Derek had stopped, too, and was staring questioningly at me over his shoulder, shouting above the noise that had suddenly engulfed us.

I shook my head. ‘Nothing,’ I cried. ‘I’m surprised, that’s all. I did not expect this … It’s bigger, far bigger than I would have thought.’

He looked around him. ‘It may be,’ he shouted back, ‘but it’s still too small. We have no room to build, and no good stone to build with.’

Somehow, arriving from the sea and entering the bustling confines of the high-walled fort, my mind had formed the notion that the fort was all there was. I had expected to emerge into open farmland beyond the walls. Instead, I found myself at the edge of a thriving vicus, the township that had grown around the fort for hundreds of years until it stretched farther than the eye could see, in the shape of a large funnel, its narrow spout blocked by the eastern wall of the fort itself and its swelling shape defined by the steep, tree-clad hillsides stretching up and away on either side.

We were standing at the edge of a congested marketplace, the tables of the closest vendors placed against the walls flanking the gates at our back, and chaos swirled about us. The air was filled with the sounds and smells of animals and poultry, the voices of the crowd that thronged around and between the stalls and the cries of the vendors whose wares were everywhere in evidence, in an enviable display of prosperity and wealth. There was fresh produce of all descriptions, from onions and fat leeks to green-leafed clumps of growth that I had never seen before. The smell of fresh-baked bread came from my left now to mingle with the odour of fish from somewhere ahead of me. I smelled the heavy musk of frying garlic, and saw a stall with deep, metal dishes and a stone-framed fire on which a woman fried fresh shrimp, stirring the mass of them with a large, heavy wooden ladle. Saliva spurted from beneath my tongue, reminding me that I had not eaten since the previous night.

‘Market day,’ Derek grunted, needlessly. ‘Come on.’

I stayed close to him as he picked his way among the crowds, nodding from time to time and sometimes returning a spoken greeting to those who called him by name. Ahead of us on our left and towering above the intervening stalls, I saw the sandstone walls and arched roof of yet another Roman building. I caught his arm.

‘What’s that place over there?’

‘The bathhouse. That’s where we’re going.’

Moments later, I heard my own name shouted. Sean the navigator grinned at me from behind a baker’s stall, where he stood clutching a steaming pasty. I waved to him then had to hasten to catch up with Derek, whose height alone had prevented me from losing sight of him among the press of bodies.

I now began to notice others of our crew among the crowd, but few of them saw me, and those who did ignored me, apart from an occasional cool nod. The Sons of Condran were there, too, I saw, but neither group paid the slightest attention to the other, and when I jostled one of Liam’s men by accident, he passed me by with no more than a grunt and a surly look. From then on, I concentrated only on keeping Derek in sight.


Chapter Two

The crowd thinned out as we approached the bathhouse, the densely packed stalls giving way to pens and larger, open spaces containing livestock: cattle, swine, goats, horses of the local mountain breed known as garrons and unkempt, brown-woolled sheep, as well as flocks of hens and geese and ducks and one gathering of regal swans, their wings evidently clipped to prevent them from flying.

‘Over here.’ Derek made his way directly to a dreary-looking collection of flimsy buildings. The bathhouse’s western and southern wings defined a bare, open, L-shaped space that sheltered a herd of shaggy garrons. A humpbacked little man with violently crossed eyes, working among the horses, saw me and came scuttling to meet me, scowling as he weaved between the bodies of the animals that prevented him from seeing my companion. As soon as he recognized Derek, however, he stopped, then turned about and disappeared again among the horses.

I glanced at the king. ‘Do many people react to you that way?’

He almost smiled. ‘That’s Ulf. He never speaks.’

‘Never? Is he mute?’

Now he did smile. ‘Only when he’s sober. He has a tongue like a pike’s jaws when he decides to use it. Most of the time, thank the gods, he chooses to be silent.’ He said no more, turning away to look about him, and I began idly counting the horses, but I lost track of the milling bodies before I reached twenty.

‘Are these all his? For sale?’

Derek grunted. ‘They’re mine. He tends them for me.’ As he spoke, the little man re-emerged from the depths of the herd, leading two bridled garrons. He handed one set of reins to each of us – flat-braided ropes attached to simple head stalls with metal bits – and vanished silently again.

Derek led his horse to a nearby block of wood and used it to mount, swinging his leg easily over the horse’s back from the top of the block. I followed his example. It had been too many years since I had vaulted to the bare back of a horse, and I had no wish to make the attempt here and fail. I dug my heels in gently and the animal beneath me twitched his ears, plainly wondering if the stranger on his back could be ignored or should be heeded. I reined him sharply, pulling his head down as I kicked again, letting him feel the strength of my legs, and he moved forward contentedly, leaping ahead to catch up with his companion.

At one point, as we rode past a long, low building almost on the farthest edge of the town, I saw something that caught my attention. A man had suddenly stopped moving, on the point of entering the building. I looked directly at him but saw only a dirty, yellow tunic and a full beard before he pushed the door open and went in. Nevertheless, I knew he had been staring at me, not at Derek.

‘That place over there on our left, what is it?’

Derek glanced where I was pointing. ‘An alehouse.’

‘You mean a tavern?’

‘That’s what I mean.’

Moments later we had passed beyond the limits of the town and were riding among dense trees that grew right to the edges of the road on either side. Derek kicked his garron to a canter and mine stayed with him without urging. Soon we passed out of the trees into an area of open fields through which the road ran arrow straight. The few buildings I could see on either side were evidently storage sheds and shelters, and the borders between individual fields were difficult to define, consisting mainly of slightly differing patterns of growth. In the continuing silence from my companion I looked about me curiously.

The valley through which we now rode was perhaps a mile in width at this place, and had obviously been reclaimed over a span of ages from the forest that wooded the steep hillsides to left and right. Ahead of us, on either side, the hills rose higher as they marched inland, until the highest I could see, in the far distance, were crowned with crags and rearing cliffs, some of them shrouded in what was either cloud or snow.

‘How far does the valley extend, Derek?’

He glanced at me, frowning slightly at my interruption of his thoughts. ‘About six miles. To the edge of the mere.’

‘The mere? What mere is that?’ I asked from pure contrariness.

‘The mere. It has no name. It’s just a mere like any other.’

‘Six miles. And the farmland extends all that way?’

‘No, only as far as the soil permits. The land rises and the rock breaks through about four miles from here.’

We had reached a division in the fields on our left. Ripening grain gave way abruptly to a crop of coarse-leafed plants I recognized as being some form of kale. Derek swung his mount off the road, leading us along a narrow, well-beaten path between the two crops, heading directly for the treed hillside about half a mile distant.

‘Where are you taking me?’

‘To a place where I can think and we can talk.’

We rode thereafter in silence broken only by the plodding of hooves and the song of birds, until the narrow track reached the end of the field at the entrance to a V-shaped notch in what I had assumed, from the moment I first saw it in the distance, to be a chest-high wall of stone running the entire length of the valley. As we approached, however, it became apparent that what we were facing now was not so much a wall as an accretion – I can think of no other word – of stones, some of them barely larger than pebbles, others that looked large enough to defy the powers of a single man to move them. All of them had been piled haphazardly to form a barrier I now realized was no less than twenty paces thick. As I stared, my mind numbed by the enormity of this rock pile, Derek’s horse entered the passage that pierced the middle of the heap, and mine ambled contentedly after him.

‘Where did all these come from?’

‘From the ground, the fields.’ Derek drew rein and hitched himself around to look back at me. ‘We have a local jest that we grow more, and bigger, stones than we do crops. They work their way up to the surface every winter. Our people spend months each year clearing them out and dragging them over here, and the next year there’s a brand-new crop of them. It never ends. It’s been going on since before the Romans came.’

I looked at the stones piled on my right, some of which reached higher than my head. ‘I can see that, but that’s more than four hundred years!’

‘Far more. Our people were farming here a long time before that.’

‘Is it the same on the other side of the valley?’

‘It’s the same everywhere.’

‘I don’t understand – you said you had no stone for building.’

Derek threw me a scornful look. ‘I said no good stone. I meant sandstone, stone that can be quarried, cut and dressed. Most of what you see here is useless for building. It’s too small, too loose, too brittle and too much trouble. Hurry.’

The trees began again on the other side of the barrier, and our path took us up and beyond the crest of the hill to where, just below the summit, the hillside terminated in a high cliff. Beyond it lay another valley, this one still choked with trees, and on our left stretched the sea.

Derek sat still for a few moments, admiring the view, then dismounted and tethered his horse, nodding for me to accompany him as he led the way to a shallow, grass-floored shelf above the cliff’s edge, where he seated himself comfortably, his back against the bole of a tree. I found a spot by his side, wedging my back comfortably between two thick clumps of grass on the hillside behind us. Thereafter, we sat in companionable silence for a spell, gazing out across the valley and squinting against the glare of the sparkling sea in the distance, each of us composing in his own mind, I had no doubt, the words that he would use to frame his ideas most persuasively. We had come here to think and talk, after all, not merely to enjoy the vista. Derek’s voice broke in on my thoughts.

‘Sang … Sank … What was that word you used?’

‘Sanctuary.’

‘Sanctuary, aye … You said it meant shelter or respite, and I asked you from what. Now I’m asking you again. No one will interrupt us here.’ He looked sharply at me. ‘Why are you smiling?’

I shook my head. ‘It occurs to me that we are totally unable – any of us – to anticipate what’s going to happen next at any time. Last night, when we dropped anchor outside your harbour … even this morning as we approached your wharf … I had no idea in my head about what kind of reaction the sight of me might provoke in you. I was trying to prepare myself for anything – from outright violence, to disinterest, to a refusal of permission to land.’

He had been plucking at the end of his moustache, eyes narrowed in concentration, lips pursed as he watched me speak.

‘Why would you expect violence? You and I have never quarrelled.’

‘No, but neither have we shared a common cause. Nominally, on the two occasions when we met, we did so in enmity as warriors of Cornwall and Camulod.’

‘Aye, well, that was one-sided on the first occasion. I thought then that you were with us. It was not until we met the second time that I knew otherwise. Frankly, you didn’t cross my mind between those times. I thought about you often after our second encounter, though. I was damned glad to get away from you on that beach.’

‘How so?’

‘I thought you would kill me.’

‘Kill you? You threatened to kill me, if I fought you.’

‘I did. And I’d have tried. But I’m a mere man, no match against a warlock.’ There was absolute sincerity in his voice and in his eyes.

‘Warlock? I am no warlock, Derek. I’m an ordinary man like you.’

‘Hmm. An ordinary man who sees his friends die in his dreams and knows the timing and the exact style of it, describing the scene and the weapon used long afterward, when he was nowhere near the place. That’s far from ordinary in my mind. I told you that day on the beach you’d been touched by the gods and I wanted no dealings with you. And here you are again, except that this time you come seeking me after a dream. I warn you, others have dreamed of me, ere now – enemies who dreamed and schemed while they were yet awake. They are all dead. Why should I regard your dreams as different from theirs? It takes no great intelligence to see that you have schemes in mind, as well as dreams, since you are here.’

‘My presence here bears no menace for you, Derek. You’ll take no harm from my arrival. I come as a supplicant, seeking assistance that I think lies within your power to grant.’

‘My power …’ He shifted his body and dug a pebble from beneath his hip, flicking it out and away and watching as it fell into the abyss in front of us. ‘You know, a wise man once told me that the most vicious enemies a king can make are those he once contrived to help. That sounds strange, eh? It did to me, at the time, for I was young. I asked him what he meant, and I’ve never forgotten his answer. He said that kindness frequently breeds hatred … that there is a type of man – and woman, too – in whom resentment simmers all the time, like an evil brew, and nothing brings it to a fiercer boil than feeling obligation.’ He waited, watching me closely for a reaction.

‘I can see some of what you mean,’ I began, ‘but not, I think, the depth of it. Judging from your words, it seems you would apply the measure to everyone you meet, whereas I see its application in only a few. Wherein lies the difference?’

He sniffed, then made a clicking noise with his tongue. ‘We are wandering from our track, but perhaps it’s worth it. Tell me, Merlyn Britannicus, how often do you dream these wondrous dreams of yours?’

‘Not often. Once every year or so, perhaps even less.’

‘They always involve people?’

I had to think about that. ‘I don’t really know. I think so.’

‘Do you like people?’

‘Like people? You mean people in general?’

‘That’s what I mean, people in the mass.’

‘I’ve never really thought about that, but I suppose I do.’

‘Well, I don’t. I like my friends, I like my family – some of them, anyway – and I like a number of people I have come to know casually without befriending them, if you know what I mean. But I find the mass of people, the faceless, impersonal herd, to be unlikable. They are generally mean-spirited, envious, grasping, untrustworthy, unclean and vicious.’

I listened in amazement, recalling the last time I had met this man and watched him violate and slaughter an injured woman, my own wife’s sister, Ygraine, on a beach littered with corpses. I knew, however, that this was no suitable time to recall the incident to his attention.

He had fallen silent, his eyes on my face, searching. ‘What are you thinking?’

I shrugged elaborately, but I knew I had to respond honestly. The king of Ravenglass was no man’s fool, and I knew I had not yet begun to penetrate the depths of him.

‘I’m surprised to hear you say the words you’ve spoken. The image they suggest does not fit with what I saw in Ravenglass today.’

‘I don’t follow you.’

‘Well, I’m not sure where I’m leading, but it seems to me that if you truly feel the way you say you do, if your dislike of others is as deep as you describe, then that would inevitably be reflected in the way you govern your people. And yet I saw no signs of fear of you, or of dislike, among the people I saw today.’

He grunted deep in his chest. ‘That simply proves my point. They are untrustworthy.’

I looked him straight in the eye. ‘That’s not true, and you don’t even expect me to believe it. Do you?’

When he answered, I detected a glint of humour in his eyes. ‘Go back to what I said before,’ he said. ‘I like some people I have come to know casually without befriending them.’

‘A whole town full of them?’ He shrugged and I continued. ‘Perhaps a kingdom full?’

‘No! Stay with the town, for now. Those who live there are those with whom I can live.’

‘And the others, beyond the town?’

‘In the farms, you mean? Those too.’

‘So? That would make you a good king, Derek, not a cynic or a misanthrope.’

‘A what?’

‘Someone who hates everyone.’

‘Aye, well, Fortune has made me a king, and so I can have those people I dislike stay far away, as long as I possess the strength to hold them off.’

‘And the seven years?’ I saw from his expression that he had not understood me. ‘You told me you have not had a sword in your hand for seven years. That indicates a lack of need for harshness.’

‘Does it? I think not. I said I had not held a sword. I didn’t say I’ve lost the ability to swing one.’

I smiled and raised my hands in surrender. ‘So be it. You said at the start that we were drifting off topic. Now we’ve done it again. Why did you ask me about liking people?’

‘Because we were talking about resentment. I was seeking it in you. I choose to believe that the majority of people are ruthlessly self-centred. That ruthlessness is all-important to a man in my position, to be ignored at his peril. People like those I’m speaking of, the resentful ones, see kindness in others – or call it tolerance, compassion or forbearance, what you will – as a weakness to be exploited. Yet at the same time – and here is where it made no sense at all to me at first – they perceive that acceptance of any kindness indicates a weakness in themselves. That means the wise man should be wary of those to whom he has shown favour in the past, because such people will convince themselves that, in preferring them, he has somehow demeaned them.’

I sat staring at him, greatly impressed by wisdom I had never thought to find in such as he, but before I could respond in any way he spoke again.

‘And that brings me back to you, and the request you have not made. What will you ask of me, and how will I respond, and how will this new word … this “sanctuary” … affect my life in time to come?’

I made no move to respond. He had more to add.

‘You and I don’t know each other, Merlyn the Dreamer, but I find myself wondering what you must think of me, and I’m concerned … And that surprises me, because I seldom think about such things. Why should I bother with what others, strangers, think of me? We’ve met but twice before, and each time then I was my warrior self. My other self, the man who rules and governs his people, you have never met. I know you are Roman, in background at least, and that leads me to suspect you might think you have some advantage over me, a plain, untutored Celt. If that is true, then be aware of this: the word you spoke to me today is new to me, but the application of it exists already, here in Ravenglass. Liam, the son of Condran, will eat and drink and sleep tonight with all his men, cheek by jowl with Connor, son of Athol, and all his. In Ravenglass alone and nowhere else I know of in all these lands could such a thing occur without blood being shed. That, I believe, is a form of sanctuary. But it is one they may enjoy only by obeying my laws: no weaponry, no fighting and no harm to me or mine. Transgression earns immediate banishment with forfeiture of privilege, and there is no appeal or possibility of leniency.’

I nodded my head, more and more impressed with each observation I heard from this man’s lips.

‘That is exactly as it should be,’ I said, soft-voiced. ‘I have been thinking of it ever since surrendering my own weapons, and I can see no other means of ensuring your own safety. You offer a privilege, as you have said, and privilege entails an obligation to the privileged. Abuse of it is, by definition, unforgivable. The fact that your community should benefit from it is incidental, yet part and parcel of the arrangement.’

‘Good. So you are a man of sense, as well as dreams. You accept, then, that you would be bound by my laws in return for whatever privilege it is that you seek.’

‘Of course.’

‘Of course? Without knowing those laws?’

I shrugged. ‘I’ve heard enough of your ideas to know that whatever laws you impose would be sane and, in all probability, sensible.’

‘Hmm,’ he grunted. ‘Seek, then. What is it that you want?’

I pondered my answer, then spoke briefly.

‘A place to rear a child in safety.’

He made no immediate response. Instead, he turned his gaze away from me to stare out across the valley where, at a level only slightly above our heads, a bird of prey made lazy circles against the clear blue sky, planing on rigid wings that caught the air and bent it to the creature’s will. Three times we watched it circle in widening loops until, without warning, it tucked in its wings and fell like a stone. After it had vanished, lost to view beneath the lip of the cliff, my companion remained motionless for moments longer, and when he spoke he did not look at me.

‘What kind of child requires the shelter of an unknown land to grow in safety?’ I knew immediately that I had phrased my plea as badly as was possible, but he was still speaking. ‘Don’t tell me, for I have no wish to know. I think the knowledge might be perilous.’

I grimaced, knowing he could not see me, and tried to keep my voice calm. ‘How so?’

‘How so?’ He turned back slowly towards me as he repeated my question. ‘Well, let’s suppose – let me suggest – some ways in which that might be so…

‘Suppose a child lives in the care of a man like yourself, a man of substance, wealth and influence who is concerned for him. And let’s suppose this man to be a friend of someone like your friend Connor Mac Athol, who has lands in Eire, and even newer lands far to the north in Alba – that land you call Caledonia. Would it not seem reasonable that this friend might undertake to offer shelter to the child, in either place? Ample space in each to raise a single child, you’d think … Unless the child’s own parentage might imperil his very life among Connor’s folk. That makes the child a threat, dangerous to others.

‘But more than that, suppose this child is unsafe in his home … in Camulod … He must be, else why the need to shelter him elsewhere? Now, were I you and had to hide a child for any reason, I would hide him close to home. A child’s a tiny thing, beneath most people’s notice, so I would spirit him away, perhaps far away, but into some neighbouring region. Not east or south, for fear of Saxons and the like. More probably to the south-west, to Cornwall perhaps, now Lot is dead. Most of all, however, were I you I would be tempted to the north and west, to Cambria, to the Pendragon lands, among my own allies. There I could I find some safety for the child … Unless, of course, his parentage – and hence the very threat of his existence – were such that he might meet his death there, too.’

The silence grew long before I broke it.

‘How much do you know?’

‘Among all these suppositions? I know nothing. I did not even know you were alive until I saw your face this morning, and I suspected none of this before you told me what you want.’ He shook his head and puffed his breath out through swollen cheeks.

‘Merlyn, I did not become king of this place by being stupid. Who is this child? It must be a boy, a son and heir, but whose? It’s the distance that concerns me. Surely you see that.’

‘What distance?’

‘From Camulod to here! Why not Cornwall? You never fought there. You have no enemies in Cornwall, or had none when I met you there. Has that changed?’

‘Indirectly.’

Derek frowned. ‘What kind of an answer is that? Do you or don’t you?’

I shrugged. ‘I do, but that is not the problem. The child has.’

‘So I was right. The child is endangered because of who he is. Who is this prodigy? And why should I imperil any of my own to succour him? Are you surprised that I should ask? If he has enemies swarming in such numbers and in so many places while he’s but a brat, what will the future hold for him as he begins to grow?’

I pushed myself to my feet and moved away from him, presenting him with my back as I leaned against a tree close by the edge of the abyss. I was shaken by the accuracy of his conjecture and by the ease with which he had recognized and grasped the difficulties facing me. From my single statement, which I had foolishly thought to be innocuous, he had instantly inferred the essential truth of all that my presence in his lands implied. I had come to Ravenglass in response to the promptings of a dream, expecting, I now realized for the first time, to gull a man I had assessed to be a lumbering, untutored, semi-savage oaf. Instead I had found myself assessed and accurately classified by a clever and subtle mind at least the equal of my own.

One thing I saw clearly: Derek’s knowledge, incomplete as it was, now constituted a grave threat to my designs. I would have to defray the damage done so far, and without lying.

‘I’m impressed,’ I said, turning to him and attempting a smile. ‘From one comment you have built a remarkable structure. Within that, your suppositions are close to the mark in some respects – far off in others. Overall, nevertheless, they are entirely misdirected. The dangers you divined from Connor’s folk do not exist. Refused a lodging here, we are prepared to go with him to Eire. I was born here in Britain, however, as you know, and would prefer to stay here if possible. The same holds true for the new lands of which you spoke in Caledonia. But the holdings there, I’m told, are small and new – primitive islands in the western sea. I prefer comfort.

‘As for the south-west, you have the gist of it, but not the whole. I have an enemy there now, a man I banished into exile, one Peter Ironhair.’ I went on to tell him of Ironhair, his eviction from Camulod, his flight and his unsuccessful bid for power in Cambria as champion of the demented prince Carthac Pendragon, and his subsequent alliance with the new ruler in Cornwall. I did not lie, but I confined my truths to my own dealings with Ironhair, making no mention of the boy.

Derek listened in silence, and when I had finished, he sat watching me, gnawing on the inside of his cheek.

‘So this Ironhair seeks vengeance on the boy?’

‘No, he seeks revenge on me. He knows my feelings for the boy and knows the duty I have undertaken to see him into manhood and into his inheritance. The boy will rule in Camulod one day. He’s my only heir, though not my son. Ironhair knows he could damage me more by harming the lad than ever he could by killing me, in any fashion.’

‘And he has already made an attempt obviously, a strong one, since you are here on my threshold, seeking your sang …’ He wiggled his fingers, to indicate the ending of the alien word.

‘Sanctuary. Aye, he has. He came nigh on succeeding, with murderers sent in among my own people to kill the boy. They failed only because they didn’t know the boy himself, but they killed one of the women who was tending him that day.’

‘They killed a woman? Was she violated?’

‘Aye, then slaughtered.’

‘Hmm. And you are convinced this Ironhair was behind the attack? It could not have been an accidental thing, a simple matter of her having been in the wrong place at the wrong moment?’

I could see his eyes, narrowed and speculative, as he awaited my reaction to his question. First things first, he was suggesting, according to his way of thinking, and I closed my mind to the image that came to me unbidden, of him rising from the rape of Arthur’s mother, Ygraine of Cornwall. I jerked my head in an abrupt negative, letting him see my conviction. ‘No, it could not. It was her violation that was incidental – not accidental. They were there to kill the boy, and Ironhair sent them. They named his name, and I was unsurprised. The worst of it was, however, that to be successful in penetrating our defences as deeply as he did, Ironhair must have suborned some of my own folk, and I had no way of knowing who those people were. That meant I could trust no one, and I felt unsafe and vulnerable among my own kinfolk. It was intolerable, and we had to leave, because the boy’s life would have been in constant danger until we could identify the serpents in our midst. And so here we are.’

‘Who is he, then, this boy?’

‘My cousin Uther’s son, Arthur Pendragon.’

Derek had been scratching his beard, but his fingers stilled as I spoke and his eyes grew wide. ‘Uther Pendragon, the man I killed?’

‘Aye. The boy is heir to Pendragon, thus this Ironhair perceives him as a threat to his own power, his eventual kingship there. The man is mad. You could become king of the Pendragon before Ironhair could.’

Derek had been shaking his head as I said the last words, barely listening to me, but now he looked back at me in outrage.

‘You say this Ironhair is mad, and yet you ask me to give shelter to a boy whose father died at my hand? What does that make you? Or me, were I fool enough to listen? You would expect me to spend the remainder of my life waiting for him to grow up and claim the blood price?’

‘Not true! Of course not! That would never happen, and the boy will never know.’

‘Never?’ Derek’s voice was swelling with scorn and an anger born, I felt sure, of guilt. ‘How not? You know, I know, the gods know! And who else might know, only the gods can tell! But one of them – someone – will tell him, soon or late.’

‘I would not, nor would you. And no other knows.’

‘Pah! And I should accept your oath on that?’

‘You should, it’s freely given.’

‘You take me for as big a fool as you. Why should I?’

‘Perhaps because you owe him a life, in return for his father’s.’

He sat gaping at me, speechless, then grunted explosively and hauled himself to his feet.

‘You leave tomorrow,’ he growled, and he made his way directly to his horse.

I followed Derek in a curious frame of mind, in part disappointed by my failure to enlist his aid, but also greatly relieved at my success in diverting his attention from the truth he had come so close to grasping. The very last thing I needed, I believed, was any possibility of this man perceiving that the boy in my charge had sufficient blood ties and family connections to enable him to control vast areas of Britain when he became a man. That danger, I now felt, was safely past, and with its passing my own task of finding safety for the boy had been simplified. The very name of Pendragon of Cambria, son of the ravager of Cornwall, was proof enough for him, I knew, of my need to hide the child. I could live easily with Derek’s knowledge of that portion of the truth, since it entailed sufficient complexity to satisfy his curiosity, and that, in turn, satisfied me. I knew he would seek no other explanation and that the secret of the rest of the boy’s parentage and his claim, through his mother, to Cornwall and to Eire would be safe.

As I rode down the narrow hillside track behind him, I found myself wondering how angry Derek really was, for I could discern no stiffness in his posture. He rode easily, slouched on the garron’s back, his weight inclined towards me and against the slope, allowing the horse to pick his own route downward. I made no attempt to speak to him, contenting myself with going over all that had been said and wondering how I might have presented my petition more effectively. And in thinking of that, I began to imagine his reaction could he have known the true danger I might represent to his people – a danger that had nothing to do with the boy, or with who I was, but far more with what I suspected I was.

I had a skin disease of some kind, and I had come to believe, despite the derisive guffaws of my good friend Lucanus, our beloved and much respected physician and surgeon, that it was leprosy. Lucanus had thought me mad and deluded, initially, upon hearing of my suspicions, and had been predisposed to make light of what he called my fanciful imaginings, until he realized how deeply concerned and afraid I was. Once he had seen my fear, he set out to calm and reassure me. He had worked among lepers all his life, he told me, gazing deeply into my eyes, and in the space of decades at the work had never known a single person to become afflicted after only a short exposure to the disease. My exposure to it, and to lepers, he insisted, had been less than one day, and I had had no physical contact with any of them.

I listened to him despairingly, yearning for comfort, but I remained unconvinced, because my affliction, whatever it might be, evinced itself incontrovertibly in the form of a dry lesion, a single blemish – on the right-upper quadrant of my breast – that bore all the classic signs of being leprous, according to Lucanus’s own description. It was an area of deadness on my chest, less than the size of the ball of my thumb, white in the centre and reddish around the edges. It was impervious to pain, or to any sensation at all, and the hairs that grew within its borders were white, too. Peering closely at this phenomenon, Lucanus agreed that it might, indeed, be a leprous lesion, but then he sat back on his heels and blithely rattled off a long and reassuring list of other things it might have been, ticking each off on his fingers as he named it.

At that point, relieved beyond description, I told him dispassionately about my unsuccessful attempt to rescue his friend Mordechai Emancipatus, a physician who had contracted leprosy from his own work with lepers, from the hillside crevasse into which he had fallen. I told him about my own injuries and my useless attempts to save Mordechai’s life, and about how I had finally emerged from that place, covered in his blood and my own, leaving Mordechai’s body behind me. In telling this story, I saw the first flicker of doubt on my friend’s face. He asked me again how much blood had been spilled there, in the crevasse. How much of mine and how much of Mordechai’s? How much of Mordechai’s had spilled on me?

I had no way of answering his questions accurately, for the night had been dark and wet and cold and I had been unaware, much of the time, that we were even bleeding, but I could see that the awareness of what I had described was troubling my listener. He confessed to me that the mingling of tainted blood with healthy caused him some concern, although he could not be certain why. He had once found and purchased an ancient treatise on this very topic, he said, a scroll written many years earlier by a noted physician and scholar, but he had never studied it, or even taken the time to really read it thoroughly. The mention I had made of mixing my blood with Mordechai’s had recalled it to his mind. He would make shift to find the scroll, he promised me, and to master its contents, but he had been searching for it fruitlessly ever since our conversation, unable to recall what he had done with it or when he had last seen it. Until he found it, Lucanus would withhold his final diagnosis and judgment on my condition, and the threat of leprosy would hang over my head like Damocles’ sword.

The illness – the leprosy, in my stubborn conviction – was not fatal in or of itself as I had always, in my ignorance, believed. It was a disfiguring disease, and horribly so, involving as it did the gradual disintegration of the digits and limbs and the facial features, but it did not cause death, save in the bleakest cases, when people died of hunger through an inability to feed themselves.

Leprosy! In spite of my revulsion at the thought of it, I found myself, incredibly, smothering a smile at the thought of what Derek’s reaction to such knowledge might have been had I mentioned the matter during our discussion.

Derek and I had reached the edge of the trees and were now on the point of entering the pathway through the piled-up stones bounding the cultivated fields. Derek grunted and straightened up to his full height, abruptly reining his horse to a halt and craning his neck to gaze along to the left of the line of stones. My own mount stopped when he was nose to tail with the other, but Derek was already moving again, turning his horse off the track and into the boulder-strewn ground among the trees. Curious, I followed him, our progress slow as our garrons ventured forward delicately and with great care on the uneven, treacherous ground.

‘By the light of Lud,’ Derek growled. ‘Look at the size of that whoreson.’

On the lower edge of the miles-long pile of stones, concealed from me until now by Derek’s bulk and the bole of a silver birch, a great, gaunt wolf lay sprawled in death, its back arched violently against nature in the extremity of its last convulsion. Its enormous front toes were spread wide like the fingers of some hairy giant’s hand, and its entire hindquarters, including its heavy tail, were stiff with blackened blood. The air was filled with the hum of the thousands of green and blue flies that swarmed upon the carcass.

Derek had already swung down from his horse, and I watched as he made his way cautiously over the loose-piled stones to where he could reach the dead beast. Ignoring the swarming flies, he bent his knees and grasped the front and hind legs closest to the ground, then straightened with a grunting heave, throwing the carcass onto its other side. The cause of death came into view at once: a flighted, blood-encrusted arrow protruding from the right side of the belly, its smooth shaft slashed and gouged by the frantic creature’s snapping teeth. The wolf, a full-grown male, was larger than any I had seen in the southern regions, and it was grey, with whitish tinges in its coat. Standing on its hind legs, I thought, this thing could have rested its elbows on my shoulders and its maw would have engulfed my face.

‘Gut shot,’ Derek said. ‘Owen was right.’ He stretched a hand to run his fingers through the ruff of fur beneath the massive neck. ‘Fine pelt. A shame to lose it. This one was in his prime. Look at that.’

‘That’ was the creature’s canine teeth, bared in its dying snarl. They were long and shining white, unmarred by stains. Derek straightened up and moved back to his horse.

‘Who’s Owen?’ I asked him. He kicked his horse into motion, leading the way back to the track again.

‘My son, my first-born. Shot at this thing last night, just at dusk, about two miles from here, along the valley. He was in the fields. It was running along the wall there, on the other side. Couldn’t tell whether he had hit it or not – grey light, grey wolf, grey stones. Couldn’t find his arrow afterwards, of course, but that meant nothing. He shot into the stones, so it could have deflected in any direction. He’ll be glad to know he shot the beast, but he’ll be sick when I tell him how big it was. A good robe wasted, that’s all he’ll think of.’

We rode clear of the stones and his garron broke into a loping gallop, challenging my own to keep up with him, and for a space we let them run. When they finally slowed their pace, I rode up alongside the king again.

‘How many sons do you have, Derek?’

We were close to the road by this time, and he did not respond until we had reached it and turned right, towards the town.

‘Eleven,’ he said eventually. ‘And many daughters.’

I was amazed, for I had guessed his age to be no more than six or seven years greater than my own. He must have noticed my reaction. ‘Out of five wives,’ he added.

‘Five? You have had four wives die?’

He looked at me then as though he thought me mad, and then he laughed. ‘No, Christian,’ he said. ‘I have had five wives pregnant much of the time.’

I winced at my own clumsiness. Polygamy was not uncommon among the pagan people in the isolated parts of Britain.

‘How old is Owen?’ I asked, attempting to gloss over my gaffe.

‘Seventeen.’

‘And your youngest son, how old is he?’

‘Nine.’

‘Just slightly older than young Arthur.’ He threw me a sidewise look and I hurried on. ‘How many daughters have you?’

‘Too many. Which one is Arthur? There were three with you.’

‘Four. Arthur is the oldest, the one with the gold-coloured eyes. He’s eight.’

‘That one. I thought it would be him. I saw the eyes, like a young kestrel’s. Is the woman his mother? The good-looking one with the face of a hawk?’

‘Shelagh, you mean. No, she is Donuil’s wife. Donuil is—’

‘Aye, Connor’s brother. I recalled him from our first meeting. What of the other woman?’

‘That’s Turga, the boy’s nurse.’

‘Nurse? At eight he requires a nurse?’

‘No, of course not, but he is all she has, and they are close.’

‘Where is his mother, then?’

‘Dead, long since.’ I tried to shut out the image of her death on the beach in far-off Cornwall, and the sight of Derek rising to face me from his interrupted rape of her, his moist, erect phallus gleaming in the afternoon light. He had no idea who she was, or that his horse had crushed her skull thereafter.

‘Hmm … So you are father and mother both. You feel responsible for him?’

I looked at him, wondering at the question, unsure where it was leading.

‘Yes,’ I said, nodding. ‘I am … aware of a responsibility.’

‘Try being a king some day, my friend, then talk to me of responsibility. It pains me, I’ll admit it, to refuse what you have asked of me, but I see no other choice. Danger to myself I could accept, but to endanger my people needlessly by taking on the risk you represent would be unforgivable … If there were even half a chance the child might escape detection I might consider otherwise. But the son of Pendragon, escorted by Merlyn of Camulod? No, I cannot take that risk.’

I nodded once again, recognizing and accepting the finality of his decision. ‘So be it,’ I replied. ‘I understand your situation.’

For the remainder of our ride back into Ravenglass my mind was busy with logistics. I suspected that Connor’s crew might already have unloaded our possessions and supplies from his galley, at least, and perhaps from one of the other two. If that were the case, we would have to stand guard by them overnight and reload them come morning.

We returned the garrons to Ulf, their keeper. I thanked Derek for his time and took my leave of him, promising to join him that night for dinner. I then set out to find Connor immediately, making my way directly through the still-bustling marketplace, and thence through the fort to the gate leading onto the wharf.

Connor was in conference with the two captains of his other galleys when I arrived, the tiny Feargus, who was not much taller than the boy Arthur, and his incongruous companion Logan, a giant as grotesquely tall as Feargus was small. Feargus’s galley, with the reddish sail that distinguished it even when furled, lay prow to stern with Connor’s, filling the length of the wharf. Logan’s had been lashed alongside it, so that his crew must cross Feargus’s deck to reach the land. All three men turned at my approach, alerted by Logan, who had seen me emerging from the town gate, and when we had exchanged greetings the two captains left me alone with Connor. I came to the point at once, telling him all that had transpired between me and Derek. He took the information philosophically, even smiling in admiration of Derek’s acuity, and when I had fallen quiet again he grinned and slapped me on the upper arm.

‘Eire it is, then, my friend – or the northern isles, if you find them more to your liking. I had a feeling Derek might not take to your ideas, so I decided not to unload any of your cargo before you returned. We’ll rest here tonight and leave with the morning tide. Don’t look so doleful, Yellow Head. You’ll see, everything will work out for the best.’

I grimaced. ‘Aye, no doubt you’re right, but sometimes I wish life could be more simple. Have you seen Donuil since I left?’

Connor nodded. ‘Aye, he was here a short time ago. You must have passed him on the way. Said he was going to meet Shelagh and the children in the marketplace.’

I thanked him and retraced my steps through the fort to the rear gate, still going over in my mind the changes and the difficulties we faced now that we would have no base in Britain. As the crow flies, there was little difference in the distances from Camulod to Cumbria or to Athol’s kingdom in Eire. But the Eirish distance was across the high seas, and thus fraught with hazards that did not pertain to the Cumbrian passage. Travel between Eire and Camulod could not be lightly undertaken. But that was not my main concern. The foreignness of Eire depressed me more. Arthur’s future prospects, I was convinced, would suffer were he removed from Britain, from his home.

As I approached the double portal in the rear wall of the fort, I was roused from my musings when a man emerged from the shadowed entrance and then stopped and turned away abruptly, hurrying back the way he had come. Had he not done so I would have passed him by without noticing, but the speed with which he whirled and made off caught my eye, and the sight of his retreating yellow tunic reminded me of the man who had stopped to watch me from the tavern doorway earlier in the day.
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